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Abstract 
Since the early 90s, a number of young Chinese filmmakers have been undertaking a 
new series of aesthetic and ideological experiments through realist representation. 
Many of these young directors explore the alienated urban life and the painful 
transformation of Post-socialist China through a new mode of cinematic 
representation, unlike the previous "Fifth Generation" filmmakers who tend to focus 
on traditional feudal society and the historical meanings of Cultural Revolution. 
Different scholars and critics have tried to define them as a new Chinese cinematic 
brand name by differentiating them from the predecessor, placing them along a 
chronological structure of "periodiztion" in the name of "Sixth Generation". In this 
thesis, I focus on analyzing the origin and the discursive formation of this so-called 
"Sixth Generation" discourse, to see whether the discourse itself is an appropriate 
categorization or is it a more ambiguous and complicated one that needs further 
exploration. Among the various "Sixth Generation" discourses and narrations, what 
interested me is neither the historical depiction of the emergence of the "Sixth 
Generation" directors, nor the standardized categorization which is used to define the 
specificities of the modern Chinese filmmakers in term of aesthetic and ideological 
identity. Instead, I am interested in the subversiveness and the problematization of the 
very classification of the "Sixth Generation" itself. I want to discuss how the 
discourses of "Sixth Generation" are being constructed, circulated and consolidated 
among different institutions and cultural practices, and I want to examine the possible 
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Introduction 
Since the first "Sixth Generation" film MaMa (1990)~a low-budget documentary 
film directed by the independent filmmaker, Zhang Yuan, in 1990, the ongoing 
Chinese "Sixth Generation" cinema has already persisted for almost two decades. 
Throughout the twenty years, the very meaning and features of the so called "Sixth 
Generation" cinema have become increasingly diversified: ranging from films made 
by post-1989 Beijing Film Academy graduates like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai and 
Lou Ye, to those by documentary directors such as Wu Wenguang, Duan Jinchuan and 
Jiang Yue appeared from the 90s; they also range from prizewinning films in 
international film festivals made by "auteurs" such as Jia Zhangke, Li Yang and Wang 
Quan'an, to the latest local "mainstream" films directed by Zhang Yang, Lu Xuechang 
as well as Shi Runjiu. Most of their works, no matter how much they differ, are all 
defined within the umbrella of "Sixth Generation." 
In perceiving such a complex and yet paradoxical composition of the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema, one may further ask: why are the works of the above diversified 
filmmakers all categorized under "Sixth Generation"? Is it because most of these 
seemingly different filmmakers are all originated from a similar background with a 
common aesthetic style and cinematic practice? If so, when and how did the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema first emerge? And what are the underlying forces in constituting 
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their collective "Sixth Generation" identity? If there is no stylistic commonality 
among them, does it mean that the term "Sixth Generation" is no longer useful in 
accurately defining the current situation of the contemporary Chinese film culture? 
In attempting to answer the above questions, this thesis discusses the meaning of 
the "Sixth Generation" cinema from two specific aspects: first, the origin and the 
specific formation process of the "Sixth Generation" cinema; second, the usefulness 
of the concept of "Sixth Generation" for understanding the complicated conditions of 
the contemporary Chinese film culture. 
However, unlike many previous interpretations on "Sixth Generation" cinema, 
my study does not intend to assert a clear-cut definition on "Sixth Generation" cinema, 
nor to provide a linear historical description in highlighting the uniqueness of "Sixth 
Generation." Instead, I am interested in the ways in which the "Sixth Generation" 
cinema is discursively shaped amid different power structures and dominations. 
Instead of narrowly defining the "Sixth Generation" cinema in an essentialist or 
chronological way, I find such coherent historical explanation largely problematic, no 
matter how accurate it seems. For, as Michel Foucault once demonstrates, the very 
conception of linear historical periodization employed by most traditional historians, 
is indeed nothing but a "false unity."' As he puts it in The Archaeology of Knowledge, 
‘Miche l Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (London: New York: Routledge, 2003), 38. 
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“For history in its classical form, the discontinuous was both the given and 
unthinkable: the raw material of history, which presented itself in the form of 
dispersed events- decisions, accidents, initiatives, discoveries; the material, which, 
through analysis, had to be rearranged, reduced, effaced in order to reveal the 
continuity of e v e n t s . F a r from being a "neutral" investigation of the "truthful" 
historical facts, the linear "evolution" of historical events, for Foucault, is largely 
resulted from the artificial suppression performed by traditional historians. It is only 
when a historian starts to group "a succession of dispersed events" within "one and 
the same organizing principles"^ and tries to suppress and remove the discontinuity 
from his/her historical narratives,4 a so called "coherent" and "linear" history can 
then be constituted. 
Hence, in order not to follow the essentialist tendency of such linear historical 
explanation, the very aim of this thesis is to challenge two prevailing readings on the 
“Sixth Generation" cinema. First, this thesis argues that the very meaning of the 
“Sixth Generation" cinema is never a self-evident concept that can be "objectively" 
placed within the chronological structure of film history. While some tend to highlight 
commonalities among the "Sixth Generation" directors and regard them as a group of 
"Post Fifth Generation" filmmakers with very similar styles and backgrounds, my 
2 Ibid, 9. 
3 Ibid., 24. 
4 Ibid., 9. 
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study, however, attempts to focus on the discontinuities and heterogeneities among the 
"Sixth Generation" directors. With the aid of Foucauldian discourse analysis, this 
thesis argues that the very formation of the notion "Sixth Generation" is not simply 
defined by similar aesthetic styles, backgrounds, cinematic concerns, political aims or 
auteuristic creations etc. among movies, but is largely constituted by different 
interpretations as well as power dominations. 
Second, apart from criticizing the essentialist reading on the "Sixth Generation" 
directors, my study discusses the political usefulness and subversive functions of the 
naming of the "Sixth Generation." Unlike many criticisms on the naming of the 
"Sixth Generation," I argue that the framework of "Sixth Generation" is still largely 
useful and relevant for understanding the current situation of the Chinese film culture. 
However ambiguous or slippery the notion is, "Sixth Generation," in my view, is still 
meaningful in its own way. Rather than totally denying the validity of the term "Sixth 
Generation," or seeing the term as a useless and empty signifier, my study considers 
the political possibilities of the naming of "Sixth Generation" to sort out how the term 
"Sixth Generation" may help to reveal the complex relationship between the directors 
and the specific historical context in which they are caught. 
By applying the theoretical frameworks of Frederic Jameson and Alain Badiou, I 
will further focus on discussing the origin and the formation process of the agency of 
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the "Sixth Generation" directors. Although the term "Sixth Generation" is largely a 
theoretically incoherent concept, I find that most of the seemingly distinct "Sixth 
Generation" directors are still commonly influenced by an "undecidable event"—the 
'89 June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident一in a dialectic way. Rather than totally isolated 
from each other, most of the "Sixth Generation" directors, I argue, do share a kind of 
spilt subjectivity which desires to reveal the everyday life of the p o s t � 8 9 Tiananmen 
Chinese society. For me, it is only through the framework of "Generation" that can 
one understand better how the very identity or agency of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors possibly grounded within a specific Chinese context. 
In order to understand the specific cultural scene of the "Sixth Generation" 
cinema, my study contains three parts. Part one deals with the background and 
membership of the "Sixth Generation" directors. Part two focuses on discourses of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors. Part three concerns subversive functions of the term 
"Sixth Generation." 
In chapter one, I will first briefly introduce the composition of the "Sixth 
Generation" membership and examine the origin and the forming process of the 
naming of the "Sixth Generation" directors. In chapter two, I will attempt to outline 
some dominant discourses on the "Sixth Generation," and investigate different 
interpretations and assertions by different people and institutions, such as film 
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scholars, western media, native critics, and directors. Chapter three will critically 
evaluate the pros and cons of each "Sixth Generation" discourse with a focus on the 
interconnections among the seemingly diversified discourses as well as their relations 
with a specific Chinese socio-political context. 
Finally, chapter four concerns questions of subjectivity and specificity of the 
"Sixth Generation" cinema. By further applying the theories of Foucault and Badiou, 
this chapter will strategically generalize major dominant features of the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema as well as explore its implicit political possibilities which the 
"Sixth Generation" directors may share. In the concluding chapter, I will summarize 
theoretical and political implications of the naming of "Sixth Generation," hoping to 
offer an alternative point of view to further understand the very subversive functions 
of the "Sixth Generation" cinema as well as its unique Chinese experience. 
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Chapter 1 
Background一Membership of the Chinese "Sixth Generation" Directors 
The Early Stage of the "Sixth Generation，，Cinema 
Who belongs to the "Sixth Generation"? This categorization is so controversial that a 
commonly agreed definition has never been achieved.^ From the very beginning, the 
5 Film periodization is very common in Chinese film history. The naming of "generation" has been 
widely used by different film historians to classify Chinese filmmakers. According to scholars like Paul 
Clark, George S. Semsel, Gu Zheng and Ni Jun et al, Chinese directors can be basically categorized 
into six generations: 1) the "First Generation" chiefly refers to filmmakers who started making films in 
the 1920s, like Zhang Shichuan and Zheng Zhengqui. 2) The "Second Generation" refers to directors 
who were responsible "for the political charged artistic achievements of the 1930s" (Clark 2005，213). 
Some major representatives are Cheng Bugao, Sun Yu and Wu Yonggang, they developed social realist 
films between 1930s and 1940s. 3) The main corps of filmmakers in 1950s was the "Third Generation". 
They did not study film but entered the film industry right after the Liberation in 1949. Representatives 
include Ling Zhifeng and Xie Jin. 4) Filmmakers in the "Fourth Generation" started making films in 
the 1950s, whose career had been interrupted by the Cultural Revolution, and they became active again 
in the late 1970s. Wang Shuqin and Wu Tianming are representatives of the generation. 5) The "Fifth 
Generation" refers to a group of directors who are graduates of the Beijing Film Academy in 1982, like 
Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige and Tian Zhuangzhuang. 6) New young filmmakers who are graduates of 
the Beijing Film Academy after 1989 are considered as the"Sixth Generation". Most of their works are 
chiefly made outside of the state official institution in the 1990s. See Paul Clark, Reinventing China: A 
Generation and Its Films (Hong Kong: Chinese University, 2005), 213; George S. Semsel, 
"Introduction," in Chinese Film: The State of the Art in the People's Republic, ed. George S. Semsel 
(New York : Praeger, 1987), 11-14; Zheng Gu, Xin Shi Qi Zhonggvo Dian Ying Lun (Chinese Film 
Theories in New Era) (Beijing: Zhongguo Dian Ying Publisher, 2004), 16-58; Jun Ni, Zhongguo Dian 
Ying Shi (Chinese Film History) (Beijing: Zhongguo Dian Ying Publisher, 2004), 166-194. 
However, in contrast to the term "Generation," some scholars like Li Shaobai, Ma Debo and Zhang 
Yingjin et al all adopt a different approach to classify Chinese filmmakers. For instance, based on 
principles of 'Marxist' historical periodization, Li Shaobai divides Chinese film history into nine 
periods: 1) initial experiment, 1905-23, 2) early artistic exploration, 1923-6’ 3) crisis and turning, 
1927-32, 4) revolutionary change, 1932-7，5) war time, 1937-45，6) artistic enrichment, 1945-9’ 7) 
socialist cinema, 1949-65, 8) prohibition, 1966-76, and 9) further exploration, 1976-89. For Ma Debo, 
the classification of Chinese film history is chiefly based on a revisionist perspective: 1) primitive 
commercial film, 1905-31，2) leftist film, 1932-7, 3) realist film, 1947-9，4) propagandist film, 1949-76， 
5) social film, 1980-1.6) Film of life, 1982-6, 7) cultural film, 10984-7’ and 8) modem commercial film, 
1987 to the present. Also, in contrast to Li and Ma's categorizations, Zhang Yingjin adopts a more 
thematic and muti-layered scheme in periodizing the development of Chinese cinema. As he notes in 
his book Chinese National Cinema, he divides Chinese film history into seven periods: 1) early cinema 
and the nation-people, 1896-1929，2) cinema and national tradition, 1930-49，3) cinematic reinvention 
of the national in Taiwan, 1896-7-1978, 4) the cinematic revival of the regional in Hong Kong, 1945-78, 
5) socialist cinema and the nation-state in the PRC, 1949-78，6) cinema and national/regional cultures 
in three Chinas, 1979-89, 7) cinema and transnational imaginary in the new millennium, 1990-2002. In 
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term "Sixth Generation" chiefly refers to those graduated from the Beijing Film 
Academy in the late 80s and the early 90s. After graduation, some of these young 
directors did not follow the tradition to take up those jobs assigned by the authority. 
Instead, they produced some small budget independent movies and screened them in 
foreign countries without getting permission from the authority. Zhang Yuan and 
Wang Xiaoshuai are the representatives among others. In 1990，Zhang shot his debut 
film entitled MaMa (1990), which is a low budget documentary film, and it centers on 
how a Beijing woman has struggled to bring up her retarded son without the help 
from her absent husband. In 1993, Wang shot The Days (1993)，which deals with the 
disillusion of a young artist couple. Meanwhile, while Zhang and Wang were making 
films outside the official studio, some of their university classmates like Hu Xueyang, 
Lu Xuechang, Guan Hu and Lou Ye, who also graduated from the Beijing Film 
Academy in around�89-�91，tried to make alternative films within the official studio 
system. For instance, in 1992，Hu Xueyang finished his first film, The Woman Who 
Remains (1992), at the Shanghai Film studio; in 1995, Lou Ye completed his 
directorial debut Weekend Lover (1995) at Fujian Film studio and Lu Xuechang 
finished his The Making of Steel (1997) at Beijing Film studio. 
Although these two seemingly distinct groups of young directors worked in 
short, rather than simply following the framework of "Generation", most of these scholars all attempt 
to categorize Chinese film history from their own perspective. See Yingjin Zhang, Chinese National 
Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2004), 7-12. 
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different environments in the beginning, they shared some similar concerns in their 
films: lives of young people, developments and changes in city versus countryside, 
rock and roll, depressed artists and the like. For these topics are so different from 
those concerned by the former "Fifth Generation" directors like Chen Kaige, Zhang 
Yimao and Tian Zhuangzhuang, who are particularly concerned about people's loyalty 
to hometown, historical reflections, trauma and effects of the Cultural Revolution, the 
new comers were first named as the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers in the early 90s. 
Meanwhile, some documentary directors, like Wu Wenguang, Duan Jinchuan 
and Jiang Yue, started making some small budget independent films. Though they 
were not formally trained at the Beijing Film Academy, they were pretty experienced 
in making films at the television station. In fact, the documentary filmmakers were 
not that totally separated from the group of feature film directors.^ With very similar 
themes, filming styles and ways of screening, these documentary filmmakers were 
also included in the “Sixth Generation" category.^ 
As one can see, there is indeed a very strong sense of documentative mode in 
Zhang Yuan's Beijing Bastards (1993) and Wang Xiaoshuai's The Days (1993), which 
depict hardship and gloomy situations of some artists, rock singers and youngsters in 
6 Xinyu Lu, Ji lu Zhongguo: dang dai Zhongguo xin ji lu yun dong (Recording China: Contemporary 
New Chinese Documentary Movement) (Beijing: Sheng huo, du shu, xin zhi san lian shu dian, 2003), 
13-16. 
7 Jinhua Dai, "A Scene in the Fog: Reading the Sixth Generation Films," in Cinema and Desire, ed. 
Jing Wang and Tani E. Barlow (London: Verso, 2002), 74-80. 
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city. We can find similar characteristics in works of other documentary directors' 
works. For instance, Wu Wenguang's Bumming in Beijing: The Last Dreamers (1990) 
records the real life experience of five young artists coming from villages to develop 
career in Beijing. Wu spent as long as three years to capture subtle changes and trivial 
incidents of their daily lives in Beijing. Although it is not planned, there are many 
precious and dramatic incidents captured in the documentary unexpectedly: for 
example, Gao Bo struggles to keep his promise of not to go abroad but he finally fails, 
as well as a nervous breakdown of Zhang Xiaping after her show. Same as Wu 
Wenguan, Jiang Yue conducted some intimate interviews with some Beijing Artists, 
art students and performers and used steady and objective long shots to capture 
authentic moments in his documentary The Other Bank (1994). For instance, the 
camera records the instant when the actress' illusion breaks down and when an 
interviewee loses his emotional control. Though this kind of documentary recording is 
rather loose and impromptu, they correspond to certain plots and issues of the "Sixth 
Generation" feature films like Beijing Bastards and The Days. Therefore people 
started to realize that actually documentary directors are not different from those 
directors who study directing from the Beijing Film Academy. In this way, the 
membership of the 'Sixth Generation" was further enlarged. 
While new graduates from the director department of the Beijing Film Academy 
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joined the group in the early 90，s, like Zhang Ming, Wang Quan'an, Liu Bingjian, Li 
Xin and Wang Chao, more and more directors from various different backgrounds 
entered the circle of the "Sixth Generation" during the late 90s. Jia Zhangke, one of 
the most famous "Sixth Generation" directors, also joined the group in this period. 
Jia Zhangke did not receive formal director training in traditional film school. 
Instead, he studied drama and literature at school. Therefore, in the very beginning, 
Jia was not regarded as a "Sixth Generation" filmmaker. In fact, Jia was taunted and 
despised by some "orthodox" "Sixth Generation" graduates when he first started 
making films. Facing the pressure of being regarded as an unqualified filmmaker, Jia 
promoted a kind of amateur and folk experimental film in response.^ 
He completed his first independent movie Xiao Shan Going Home (1995) with a 
very limited budget and in a small scale. With some luck, he won a remarkable prize 
at Hong Kong Independent Short Film and Video Awards (IFVA). Besides the cash 
prize, Jia met cinematographer Yu Liwei and producer Zhou Qiang. With Yu and 
Zhou, the production team of Jia Zhangke became much more professional. He shot 
Xiao Wu (1997) afterwards and thrived in many international film festivals not very 
long. Still, many of Jia's films were prohibited by the mainland authority because they 
touched on some very sensitive themes of the periphery society, like the rebellious 
8 Zhen Zhang, "Exploration on the New Urban films in the 90s," in Chong xin jie du: Zhongguo shi 
yan yi shu shi nian 1990-2000 (Reinterpretation: A Decade of Experimental Chinese Art 1990-2000), 
ed. Hong Wu, Huangsheng Wang and Boyi Feng (Macau: Macau Press, 2002), 117. 
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lives of the pickpocket Xiao Wu and the prostitute Mei Mei in Xiao Wu, the uncertain 
and aimless lives of the teenage urban outcasts Xiao Qi and Bin Bin in Unknown 
Pleasure (2002)，dark sides of labor conditions in Platform (2000) and in The World 
(2004) etc. With so many restrictions, Jia found no way but to self-finance every 
production, and he has to work outside the institution as an independent filmmaker.^ 
Unconstrained by the authority, Jia, on the contrary, became famous in the world 
market. Jia's experience is in fact quite similar to Zhang Yuan and Wang Xiaoshuai's. 
He is later recognized as one of the "Sixth Generation" directors. In this way, Jia, not 
being a graduate from the director department of the Beijing Film Academy, broke the 
tradition of the "Sixth Generation" directors. 
In fact Jia Zhangke is not the only exception, quite a number of non-Beijing-Film 
Academy-graduate directors are named to belong to the "Sixth Generation" just 
because some of their films share similar themes and trajectories. Jiang Wen is 
another example. Jiang Wen graduated at the Central Academy of Drama in 1980. He 
was a famous actor in mainland China before making films. Considering his age, he 
definitely falls into the group of the "Fifth Generation" directors. However, as shown 
in his masterpiece In the Heart of the Sun (1994), Jiang is concerned much more 
about rapid city changes and youngsters' rebellious life like other "Sixth Generation" 
9 Ibid., 116-117. 
1 2 
directors d o . � 
Besides Jia Zhangke and Jiang Wen, a number of non-Beij ing-Film-Academy-
graduate filmmakers share similar cinematic styles and goals with most of the other 
"Sixth Generation" directors. Although most of the directors like Meng Jinghui, Wang 
Jiang Wen's In the Heart of the Sun is a significant "Six Generation" film worth our attention. The 
film is adapted from Chinese contemporary novelist Wang Shuo's work. The main character, Ma Siujun, 
uses the first person perspective to recall the memory of his young golden age. In opposing to other 
historical recording about the Cultural Revolution, Ma Siujun and his friends are totally free from 
drastic impacts of that crazy political movement. They experience an absolutely free life during that 
period, not under even a little pressure. Ma Siujun imagines that he is the hero who beats military 
aircrafts from America and Soviet Russia. He is even free to indulge in his own sexual fantasy: playing 
with his parents' condom, breaking people's door lock, crazily in love with the girl of his nearest 
neighbor, fighting with gangs and do all other rebellious things. Meng Jinghui, who earns his master 
degree at the Central Academy of Drama, is a famous pioneer director. His black humor work Chicken 
Poet (2002) depicts a story of a poet who is so depressed that he is about to give up writing poems. He 
experiences some internal struggles and has a wired affair afterwards. Meng is named the "Sixth 
Generation" for his aesthetically experimental approach being so close to that of director Lou Ye and 
Wang Quanan. Wang Guangli studied Education in the East China Normal University. After graduation, 
he works in a television station and shoots his first film Heng Shu Heng (2001). Shooting from 
unemployed workers' point of view, he succeeds in making a very realistic film similar to Jia 
Zhangke's (Zhu, Wan, 2005:64-67). Scriptwriter Zhu Wen does not receive any formal training in any 
film school. With his very sensitive movie Seafood (2000) banned by the authority, he becomes one of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors. Tang Danian studies drama at the Beijing Film and works in a 
television station afterwards. With similar themes as in The Platform and Beijing Bicycle, Tang's City's 
paradise (2000) is also banned from public screening. Ironically, this makes Tang a member of the 
“Sixth Generation." Tang Xiaobai and Emily's Conjugation (2001) talks about repression, loss of spirit 
and dreams in the post-Tiananmen square protest period. Professors, students and others get lost at that 
time. They try hard to escape from the brutal reality and just forget what have happened at the 
Tainanmen square that night. We find that the way Tang Xiaobai deals with this topic is very similar to 
some other "Sixth Generation" directors like Lou Ye, Zhang Yuan and Duan Jinchuan. They do not 
directly present the protest, demonstration or the army at the scene. Instead they implicitly trigger 
audience's memory by sound. The sounds of protest, cheer, broadcast as well as shooting, screaming 
and ambulance create an extensive and forceful tension. It is not doubted that Tang adopts a very 
avant-garde style, a bold and modern way in the film. With a topic sensitive like that, it is expected to 
be condemned and banned by the authority. In fact, it is very controversial whether or not we should 
put him under the generation. If we take Tang's age and background into consideration, it is true that 
Tang is quite distant from the traditional "Sixth Generation." Nevertheless, people find it impossible to 
ignore Tang's Conjugation as a forbidden film. Cui Zi'en, who mainly works as a scriptwriter and a 
film reviewer, is rarely regarded as one of the "Sixth Generation." However, interesting observations 
are found in one research studying the relationship between the "Sixth Generation" and homosexual 
images. Besides writing scripts for and acting in Men and Women (1999), a homosexual film by one of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors, Liu Bingjian, Cui also challenges the bottom line of social moral 
standard and openly discusses some social taboos in many of his own films. The Old Testament (2002) 
touches on the meaning of marriage and religion. Enter the Clowns (2001) tells a story about a 
transsexual and a homosexual father. Feeding Boy, Ayaya (2003) explores the emancipation of male 
prostitutes. Withered in Blooming Season (2005) deals with the topic of incest. It is clear that the works 
of Cui are not only similar to Zhang Yuan's East Palace, West Palace (1996), but he also goes much 
further to reveal some highly repressed social taboos. We could find a much bolder, more avant-garde, 
diversified and multidimensional approach in Cui's films, which are better and richer than some "Sixth 
Generation" directors'. 
1 3 
Guangli, Zhu Wen, Tang Danian, Tang Xiaobai, Cui Zi'en et a l " are mostly from 
different backgrounds, they are commonly regarded as a part of the "Sixth 
Generation" directors. Accordingly, we can summarize some common characteristics 
among the above "Sixth Generation" directors: 1) their interests are mostly in 
depicting lives of marginalized groups like outsiders and artists in the city, the 
differences between city and country, rock culture of the young generation, class 
inequality and sexual minority. 2) Films of this generation contain many subversive 
ideas, which are intolerable to and are banned by the authority. 3) Banned in the home 
country, most of the "Sixth Generation" directors turn to foreign film festivals, and 
some receive worldwide acknowledgement. 
Current Commercial Turn among the "Sixth Generation" Directors 
The cinematic styles and goals of the above "Sixth Generation" directors do 
share a lot of similarities in critically reflecting the social reality of contemporary 
China. And the production mode of their films is generally produced outside of the 
official studio with more or less similar subversive themes. However，apart from the 
above subversive "Sixth Generation" directors, a group of "new" "Sixth Generation" 
1 4 
directors emerges recently who do not share the same identity with the former. In 
contrast to a subversive tendency and an underground identity of the early stage of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors, this new group of the "Sixth Generation" directors are 
not only closely associated with official studios, but are also particularly concerned 
with commercial and non-sensitive topics like modern love, city lifestyles and family 
drama. 
For instance, director Zhang Yang is a representative of the new group. 
Returning to traditional family value, Zhang Yang makes use of a typical feature film 
approach to explore social effects brought by a rapid economic boom in an optimistic 
way. Unlike the pessimistic and alienated setting of the rest of the "Sixth Generation" 
films, his second film, Shower (1999)，is a story about how an elder son, Da Ming, 
has returned to his family in Beijing to take care of his mentally handicapped younger 
brother and the failing business of his aged father. The movie starts with Da 
Ming—who is a "progressed" and successful young businessman from the 
south—visiting his aged father. Da Ming is initially ashamed of the old-fashioned 
career, operating a bathhouse, of his father and has refused to tell his wife that his 
younger brother is mentally retarded. But soon after seeing his younger brother's 
ceaseless effort in rescuing the business of the elderly father as well as the spirit of 
mutual support among the bathhouse's customers, Da Ming begins to realize the 
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importance of family values and the spirit of humanism which lay behind the career of 
his father whom he despised. 
Following Shower, Sunflower (2005) tells a similar story about reconciliation 
between father and son.'^ "Returning home" or "going back to parental kindness" are 
common themes in films of the more mainstream "Sixth Generation" directors. One 
can easily see a sharp contrast when comparing these themes to failed patriarchy, 
extreme individualism, rebellions and subversions portrayed in films of former "Sixth 
Generation" directors like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai and Jia Zhangke. In Jiang 
Wen's In the Heart of the Sun (1994), teenager Ma Xiaojun does not listen to his 
father and starts having a rather free life in the absence of fatherhood. In Zhang 
Yuan's Beijing Bastards, all young men deliberately keep a distance from their father 
and wander outside. In Lou Ye's Shuzhou River (2000), the protagonist, Mao Dan, a 
teenage rebel, even leaves home with her boyfriend Ma Da. All in all, they are 
regarded as the "Drifted generation."'^ With no root and sense of belonging, they 
never experience family love and values as in Sunflower or Shower. However, the 
12 Zhang Yang divides Sunflower (2005) into 3 stages. The first part describes the childhood of the 
main character Zhang Xiangyang. Xiangyang did not live with his father after he was bom. When he 
first meets his father, his father is actually no different than a strange painter. Xiangyang refuses to call 
him daddy at first until he goes to the riverside with his father. He is so nervous about not seeing his 
father nearby when he wakes up. Thus he calls out for father on an impulse. Hearing his son call him 
"daddy" for the first time, Xinagyang's father is so touched to have his tears dropped. The second part 
focuses on the teenage period of Xiangyang. Same as all kids in that period, he becomes so rebellious 
and wild. It is not until Xiangyang has his own family and a son in the final stage that he starts to 
understand what his father has been doing for him. He tries to reconcile with his father and ends this 
final part of film by presenting his individual art exhibition to his father. 
13 Zhuang, Ke. (2007). Suzhou River, Sixth Generation directors. Retrieved Feb 9， 2007, from 
http://www.iiieee.coin/article.php?workid=l 155&articleid=2358Q 
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media regards Zhang Yang as one of the "Sixth Generation" even his background, 
films' themes and styles differ so much from other "Sixth Generation" filmmakers. He 
is often praised as a much positive, healthy, humble storyteller among the group. 
Zhang Yang is not the only one returned to the official, Huo Jianqi is another 
e x a m p l e . 14 Significantly contrast to the former "Sixth Generation" productions, we 
do not find any subversive and rebellious characters in Huo's films. In the opposite, 
family values and father-son love are often the themes for him. The film Postmen in 
the Mountains (1999) is one of his most famous productions, which portrays 
traditional Chinese value of succeeding father's business. The father in Postmen in the 
Mountains is a postman in a very primitive village. When it is time for him to retire, 
his son takes up his job for the village. When the son goes with the father to delivers 
mails, he realizes his fellow villagers like his father very much and deeply respect him. 
He also experiences the hardship of his father's routine job. Finally he starts to be 
grateful to his father and break the ice between each other. This kind of warmness and 
family love is hardly found in any typical film of the "Sixth Generation." 
Apart from changing themes to family values and love, new members and a new 
definition of the "Sixth Generation" further expand the genre to include action films, 
commercial comedies as well as thriller films. In addition to Postmen in the 
14 Peizhan Chen, "On the Latest Films Directed by the Sixth-Generation Directors," Journal of Sun 
Yatsen University 42’ no.2 (2002):82-88. 
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Mountains (1999), Huo Jianqi shot many dramatic films like A Love of Blueness 
(2001) which is first created by Fang Fang. Life Show (2002) and Nuan (2003), which 
are adapted from Chi Li and contemporary literature writer Mo Yan respectively, 
could be regarded as commercial melodrama. 
Not referring only to mainstream films made by the "Sixth Generation" 
filmmakers like Zhang Yang and Huo Jianqi, the term "Sixth Generation" also 
includes some new commercial directors like Shi Runjiu, who graduated from the 
Central Academy of Drama in 1992, and Jin Chen, who graduated from the Central 
Academy of Drama in 1996. Both of them focus on making some very commercial 
films which depict China nowadays positively. In Shi Runjiu's A Beautiful New World 
(1998), Shanghai is truly a beautiful new world worth exploring. The cityscape and 
I 
perspective taken by Shi is neither the same as in Wang Xiaoshuai's Beijing Bicycle 
(2001) nor Jia Zhangke's The World (2004). Although the protagonist Bao Jin in A 
Beautiful New World (1998) is just a down-to-earth and simple village boy, he 
succeeds in making a good life in Shanghai. The film promotes a vivid and blooming 
image of the city which matches the official discourse perfectly. 
Facing the commercial trends and stringent censorship system, not only does the 
traditional definition of the generation need to be restructured and modified, those 
originally subversive directors must also respond to the trends. Some of them feel a 
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pressing need to try other genres, like something more commercial. Some others even 
start catering to the official discourse. Signs of avant-garde and subversion to the 
mainstream disappear. 
On the other hand, directors also admit that time changes their style. It is very 
true that these "Sixth Generation" directors of the 80s or early 90s all enter their 
middle age already, and it is impossible for them to always stick to those radical old 
themes like temptation and anxiety of the youth, rock and roll, drugs, and rebellious 
lifestyle. Prominent rebellions and wildness are no longer visible in Lu Xuechang's 
new film, Cala my Dog! (2003). Instead, Lu shifts his focus to a middle-age man Lao 
Er who spends a lot of money to register his dog, Ca la. We can see some humorous 
scenes and flinny things between Lao Er and the dog in Cala my Dog!; but unlike any 
furious films Lu shot in the past, he tells a rather plain story with a plain shooting 
style in this new film. Lu declares that he is no longer interested in individualism or 
feeling of himself as he does in his young age. Rather, he would like to show 
audiences some common sentiments of ordinary people.'^ 
Apart from Lu Xuechang, another "Sixth Generation" director, Wang Xiaoshuai, 
was also very keen on shooting young people and artists previously. His films were 
'^Ni Min. “Lu Xuechang interprets Cala my Dog," EASTDAY.com, 2003, 
http://www.eastdav.corn/epublish/big5/paperl48/20Q3Q3Q5/class014800007/hwz8975 
90.htm 
(accessed Feb 15, 2006). 
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known for being very cool, gloomy and close to documentary. But now, he speeds up 
the pace in his films and makes them more dramatic and vivid. The Days (1993) and 
Frozen (1996) are two early films of Wang Xiaoshuai. Both films talk about how the 
works and attempts of some young artists are disapproved by people in Beijing. Wang 
Xiaoshuai catches the depressed traumatic mood and the setback of these artists so 
well that he earns critics' recognition. A few years later, Wang shot Beijing Bicycle. To 
the surprise of many, the pessimistic spirit of Wang vanishes in the new film. 
Qing Hong (2005) further confirms the shift of Wang's theme from very 
individualistic to family-centered. This film describes some village people who hope 
to send their children out for a better future in city. Rather than depicting alienated 
lives of urban outcasts, the focus of Qing Hong falls on parents describing their 
complicated feeling towards their children. 
Comparing to Lu Xuechang and Wang Xiaoshuai, we can find many drastic 
changes in Zhang Yuan's films. His recent works like I Love You (2003) and Green 
Tea (2003) emerge as a kind of typical light urban love genre that contradicts his early 
subversive themes. For instance, inspired by a famous Beijing writer Wang Shuo, the 
film I Love You tells a story of a hasty marriage between a young nurse Ju and a 
young man Yi. After the first few weeks of their honeymoon, their dream of being an 
ideal and unique couple soon wears off. Their entire obsession with each other 
2 0 
gradually turns to jealousy, irritation and violent fights. In the end, both of them 
eventually realize the harsh and brutal realities of married life. 
The film I Love You apparently contains a so-called Zhang Yuan's 
pseudo-documentary filmic style, by which both the performance of the protagonists 
and the narration of the film are represented in a realistic and a non-dramatized way; 
however, his recent film Green Tea is very similar to the theme and the style of 
Chinese light urban mainstream films. Starring two of the best-known actors in 
Chinese cinema, Jiang Wen and Zhao Wei, the film Green Tea tells a modern love 
story of a schizophrenic girl. Wu Fang (Zhao Wei) is a postgraduate student who 
always attends blind dates with different men during the day. Chen Mingliang, 
another protagonist who is an experienced man, falls in love with Wu Fang. But soon 
after he meets a piano player Langlang at a bar, who has the same face of Wu Fang 
but with an absolutely different personality, he falls into great confusion and then 
dramatically finds out that, Langlang is indeed Wu Fang. Different from Zhang Yuan's 
earlier attempts in investigating "alienated social outcasts," the genre film Green Tea 
was shot within the institution; it is co-produced by a private-run studio一Huayi 
Alliance—with the government permission for public screening.'^ Starring Zhao Wei 
16 "Huayi Alliance" is a model studio illustrating the cooperation between a state-run 
enterprise and a private-citizen-run enterprise in today's China. See "Asian Union 
Film & Media.” sina.com.cn, August 9， 2004, 
http://ent.sina.com.cn/2004-08-Q9/1452468442.html (accessed Feb 15，2006). 
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and Jiang Wen, the film successfully hits the box office, and is one of most popular 
commercial films in the local mainstream market in 2003.'^ 
Hence, Zhang's I Love You and Green Tea are no longer limited to a 
"documentary" style nor to the notion of "alienated social outcasts" after his 
"commercial" turn. Instead, both of them are produced largely under the logic of 
so-called "cultural industry" for popular taste. After making Green Tea, Zhang Yuan 
once said that the taste of popular standard is far more important than independent 
artistic standard,'^ and a star system is always the underlying reason of popular 
s u c c e s s . 19 Thus, with such a drastic and diverse change, it is no longer possible to 
categorize Zhang into any single style as in the past. 
From the above observations, most of the so-called "Sixth Generation" directors' 
productions have become increasingly diversified. It is particularly clear that after the 
current commercial trend, the latest films of those "aged" "Sixth Generation" 
directors, like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai, Guan Hu and Lu Xuechang, are no 
longer merely produced outside of official institutions with highly subversive 
narratives and experimental styles. A group of new commercial genre directors like 
Zhang Yang, Huo Jianqi as well as Shi Runjiu has also been incorporated into the 
17 http://news. 16pp.com/info/7385.htm (accessed Feb 15, 2006). 
18 "Zhang Yuan's Green Tea." Zhan Yuan Film website, 2003, 
http://www.zhang-vuanfilms.com/home/info Show.asp?ArtideID=125 (accessed Feb 
15,2006). 
19 http://news. 16pp.com/info/7385.htm (accessed Feb 15, 2006). 
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composition of the "Sixth Generation" directors by some local critics.^® It means that 
the original features of the "Sixth Generation" directors are no longer as unified as 
before. So, in facing such changing faces of the "Sixth Generation" directors, one 
should further ask: since the term seems no longer valid in accurately depicting the 
present situation of the phenomenon, is the term "Sixth Generation" still a useful tool 
for us to describe and understand the current situation of contemporary Chinese 
filmmakers? And how can we start to make sense of the above phenomenon by using 
the specific analytic framework of "Generation"? 
In order to answer the above questions, I will keep on examining the different 
assertions among various discourses on the "Sixth Generation". For I believe that it is 
only through a detailed investigation of basic assumptions, interrelationships and 
incommensurability among different discourses on the "Sixth Generation" can one 
better understand how the specificity of the term "Sixth Generation" is shaped, 
contested and negotiated among the web of various institutions, contexts as well as 
events. 
Zhen Ni, "Guardian on the New Bom Generation," in Duo yuan yu jing zhong de xin sheng dai dian 
ying, ed. Xihe Chen and Chuan Shi, (Shanghai: Xue lin Press, 2003), 13-23. 
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Chapter 2 
Discourses on the "Sixth Generation" Chinese cinema 
Analytical Framework 
How is the "Sixth Generation" of Chinese cinema being formulated? It would be 
helpful to first identify some of the current ways the term "Sixth Generation" is being 
framed, and I will investigate these discourses within the framework of Foucauldian 
discursive analysis. Instead of narrowly defining the "Sixth Generation" cinema in an 
essentialist and chronological manner, my study uses discourse analysis to avoid 
reducing the "Sixth Generation" cinema to a linear essential description or a mere 
textual analysis. As mentioned in my introduction, Foucault points out that the reason 
why the "evolution" of historical events can be portrayed in a linear and coherent way 
is largely resulted from a direct artificial reduction/suppression by traditional 
historians.^' And the very objective of discourse analysis is indeed not simply to 
investigate a specific meaning of a text itself, nor does it aim at referring the 
"statements of the text back to the author and his intentions, concerns, unconscious, 
circumstances.”22 Rather, it is through examining the underlying power structures 
21 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (London: New York: Routledge, 2003), 24. 
22 Niels Akerstrom Andersen, Discursive Analytical Strategies: Understanding Foucault, Koselleck, 
24 
behind the representation of a text on the one hand, as well as investigating the 
interplays and gaps among authors, statements, texts, spectators and contexts on the 
other hand that one can better understand how a subject is formed, produced and 
circulated among different institutional apparatuses. 
Also, except questioning the essential definition of the ‘‘Sixth Generation" 
cinema, discourse analysis can also function as a useful tool to critically reveal the 
positioning of "Sixth Generation" interpreters/producers. For if we keep examining 
various definitions of the "Sixth Generation" cinema, what we find is that all different 
statements/definitions on "Sixth Generation" are indeed not equal in power and 
significance. As Gillian Rose once notes, apart from analyzing how different 
discourses operate to form a subject, the Foucauldian approach also particularly 
concerns the unequal positioning of discourses. According to Foucault, a number of 
discourses jostle and compete to contribute to the process of discursive formation, in 
which certain discourses, nonetheless, dominate the rest. And such dominanation of 
certain discourses, as Rose points out, "occurred not only because they were located 
in socially powerful institutions一 those given coercive powers by the state, for 
example, such as the police, prisons, and workhouse一 but also because their 
discourses claimed absolute truth." In this sense, the formation of a dominant 
Laclau, Luhmann (Bristol: Policy Press, 2003)，9-10. 
Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials 
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discourse/truth, according to Foucault, is indeed not simply resulted from an arbitrary 
construction by commentators/critics alone, nor is it a natural reflection of a "hidden" 
reality that is passively waiting to be discovered; rather, the construction of claims to 
the truth lies at the heart of the intersection among power, institutions and specific 
historical contexts.^'* Some discourses may eventually build their own legitimacy and 
make themselves pervasive/dominant among divergent discourses and it is largely 
because of the direct institutional support they receive from different power structures 
and apparatuses.^^ 
Thus, if I merely focus on seeking an ultimate/unchangeable truth of the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema without mentioning how such a dominant discourse is 
constructed through particular regimes of truth,^^ my study would inevitably become 
another hegemonic discourse and it would not be able to understand how the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema is generated to produce meanings in different contexts. 
In order to understand different critics' responses to the naming of "Sixth 
Generation," I propose to identify four frameworks on the “Sixth Generation" in this 
chapter. First, I will locate and analyze three dominant discourses on the "Sixth 
Generation," and scrutinize the differences between these three popular views on the 
(London: Sage, 2001), 137-138. 
24 Ibid., 137-138. 
25 Ibid., 140-141. 
26 Ibid., 140-141. 
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"Sixth Generation" directors. After that, I will examine directors' viewpoints on the 
naming of "Sixth Generation" to sort out some of their basic concerns, intentions as 
well as their complicated relations to the rest of the "Sixth Generation" discourses. 
Scholastic Discourses on the "Sixth Generation" Cinema 
To begin with, I will briefly summarize the common features of the "Sixth 
Generation" discourses by different scholars in order to discuss the importance of 
their basic agenda and personal cultural background in shaping a coherent narration of 
a general definition of the "Sixth Generation" discourse. Among those film scholars 
interested in "Sixth Generation," one of this most common viewpoints is the 
differentiation between the "Sixth Generation" directors with their forebears一 the 
"Fifth Generation"— in terms of filmic production, distribution as well as aesthetic 
and ideological identity. As Xiaoping Lin points out in her journal article "New 
Chinese Cinema of the ‘Sixth Generation': A Distant Cry of Forsaken Children," one 
of the most systematic academic analyses of the "Sixth Generation" -institutionally, 
that unlike the forebears who primarily worked within a state-run studio system, the 
"Sixth Generation" directors mainly produce outside institution and under political 
censorship. Thus, the younger generation is "coerced" to continue productions by 
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relying on private or foreign funding, and none of their "internationally acclaimed 
film" is allowed to have any public screening in China. ^^  Aesthetically and 
ideologically speaking, the themes of the "Sixth Generation" are also largely different 
from the "Fifth Generation." As Lin states that, the "Sixth Generation" films often 
take the modem city and contemporary life as their main aesthetic and ideological 
themes. They have little or no regard for a 'national' past, and they are unwilling to 
adopt any dramatic aesthetic strategy or "national allegory" to appease the "Western 
gaze" in international film festival circuits. Rather, as Lin further demonstrates, the 
"Sixth Generation" directors are concerned about the notion of being trapped in the 
intense present, so the works of the "Six Generation" filmmakers are in general 
studies of China's painful transformation from a socialist state into a new global 
，Q 
capitalist country through representing everyday realities around directors. To end 
her article, Lin employs a textual-analysis to analyze fatherless and alienated young 
characters in Zhang Yuan's Beijing Bastard (1993) and Wang Xiaoshuai's Beijing 
Bicycle (2001), and she maintains that these films symbolize forsaken youngsters who 
wander in the fast-changing city without any goal and security. The alienated young 
characters are also the themes of Lin in analyzing Zhang Ming, Wang Quan'an, Jia 
Zhangke and Lou Ye's films. 
27 Xiaoping Lin, "New Chinese Cinema of the 'Sixth Generation': A Distant Cry of Forsaken 
Children," Third Text 16，no.3 (2002): 261-264. 
28 Ibid., 263. 
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In addition to Lin's coherent depiction of the intrinsic identification of the "Sixth 
Generation," certain scholars like Zhang Yingjin, Shekia Cornelius as well as Ian 
Haydn Smith share similar observations and conclusions. They all define films of the 
"Sixth Generation" as texts concerning a marginal and repressed lifestyle of the young 
in the city. For example, Zhang demonstrates that the Sixth Generation directors "are 
sided with an urban milieu, modern sensitivity, a narcissistic tendency, initiation tales, 
documentary effect, uncertain situation, individualistic perception, and precarious 
mood" without state sponsorship and not under political censorship. And Cornelius 
and Smith both agree with Zhang that the "Six Generation" films are more "truthful" 
to reality than the "Fifth Generation's" glamorization of ethnicity, sexuality and 
history.30 They both regard the documentary style a prominent aesthetic identity of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors, and Zhang stresses that the "Sixth Generation's" 
professed adherence to truth does not prevent them from engaging in formal 
experiments. As he further points out, a new visual sensibility of MTV-styled rapid 
cross-cuts of image is indeed evident in Zhang Yuan's films. 
Dai Jinhua, a famed Chinese film scholar, share a similar point of view. Although 
Dai does not characterize the "Sixth Generation" in a chronological way like Lin and 
29 Yingjin Zhang, Chinese National Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2004), 290-291. 
Sheila Cornelius and Ian Haydn Smith, New Chinese Cinema: Challenging Representations 
(London, New York: Wallflower, 2002)，106-111. 
Yingjin Zhang, Chinese National Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2004), 290-291. 
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Zhang does, she stresses that the term "Sixth Generation" largely refers to "an 
entangled cultural phenomenon tucked away under various names, discourses, 
cultures, and i d e o l o g i e s , i n which different interpreters tend to define the term in 
their own fashion. Still, by reassuring a "truthful" "cultural reality" and certain 
"intentions" of the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers, which have always been distorted 
and blurred by "Western liberal intellectuals' anticipations,"^^ Dai keeps saying that 
there is still a major aesthetic difference between the "Fifth Generation" directors and 
the "Sixth Generation" ones. As she notes in her essay, "A Scene in the Fog: Reading 
the Sixth Generation Films," Dai points out that unlike historical tragic films of the 
"Fifth Generation" directors—such as Tian Zhuangzhuang's Blue Kite (1993), Chen 
Kaige's Farewell My Concubine (1993) and Zhang Yimou's To Live ( 1 9 9 4 ) , the 
common themes of the works of the "Sixth Generation" directors are largely 
associated with topics like city, rock and roll, marginal urban figures, ruthless youth 
32 Jinhua Dai, "A scene in the fog: reading the Sixth Generation films," in Cinema and Desire, ed. Jing 
Wang and Tani E. Barlow (London: Verso, 2002), 76. 
“ D i s c u s s i n g some related reports in some key Euro-American newspapers and journals, Dai Jinhua 
argues that the over-politicized interpretation of the "Sixth Generation" in the western world has indeed 
seriously obscured the "true" meaning and intention of filmic texts and directors. As she notes, "...the 
West again privileged the Sixth Generation as the Other, reflecting Western liberal intellectuals' 
anticipations. ...Created as mirror image, it again validated Western intellectuals' mapping of Chinese's 
democracy, progress, resistance, civil society, and the marginal figure. They disregarded not only the 
cultural reality displayed directly in the films, but also the filmmakers' cultural intention." See Jinhua 
Dai, “A scene in the fog: reading the Sixth Generation films," in Cinema and Desire, ed. Jing Wang and 
Tani E. Barlow (London: Verso, 2002)，90. She has spent lengthy analysis in privileging artistic 
achievement and uniqueness of the "Sixth Generation" films, highlighting themes such as "ruthless 
youth," "marginal urban figure," "modernist" as well as "objectivity" as basic features of the films, 
rather than following the western discourse to exaggerate political elements that are "outside" the films. 
See Dai, “A scene in the fog," 90. 
Jinhua Dai, "A scene in the fog: reading the Sixth Generation films," in Cinema and Desire, ed. Jing 
Wang and Tani E. Barlow (London: Verso, 2002)，89. 
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and n a r c i s s i s m . 35 She also maintains that the works of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors indeed "exhibit more or less modernist, occasionally ‘new enlightenment' 
cultural traits."36 Examining the filmic motifs of the "Sixth Generation" directors like 
Wu Wengguang and Zhang Yuan, Dai explains that most of their works share a strong 
sense of "self consciousness" and "new styles of life": as in Bumming in Beijing: The 
Last Dreamers, the roaming of urban artists exemplifies a "primary stage of the 
beginning of humanity" in Chinese history, and in Beijing Bastard, the 
freedom-seeking urban outcasts represents another kind of renaissance for "achieving 
real self-perfection." ^^  Through highlighting commonalities among the "Sixth 
Generation" directors, Dai concludes that the "Sixth Generation" is largely a new 
cultural phenomenon with peculiar aesthetic styles and common social concerns. 
Not only do scholars like Lin and Dai tend to see the "Sixth Generation" as a 
group of filmmakers with more or less similar characters, Jenny Lau, a film scholar in 
the United States, also summarizes commonalities of the "Sixth Generation" directors 
from at least three particular aspects. First, as she shows in her essay, "Globalization 
35 As Dai further points out in her essay, "In a sense, the common theme [of the Sixth Generation] was 
the city, the city in transformation. In the small number of Sixth Generation masterpieces, such as 
Beijing Bastards and Weekend Sweetheart, Chinese cities, such as Beijing and Shanghai, were finally 
emerging from various power discourses after a long delay. These works dealt with young people of the 
nineties as urban roamers, various kinds of marginal urban figures, with fading childhood memories of 
the city in transformation....The core of Sixth Generation films was rock and roll, the lives of rock 
stars. Their age at initiation into cinema and their experiences as a cohort decided their interest in the 
archetype of the Bildungsroman. Or, more precisely, their common scripting of 'the story of ruthless 
youth' was written in different, yet similar styles." See Jinhua Dai, "A scene in the fog: reading the 
Sixth Generation films," in Cinema and Desire, ed. Jing Wang and Tani E. Barlow (London: Verso, 
2002), 93-93. 
36 Ibid.，93. 
37 Ibid., 93. 
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and Youthful Subculture: The Chinese Sixth-Generation Films at the Dawn of New 
Century," one of the major differences between the films of the "Fifth Generation" 
and "Sixth Generation" directors is their different narrative skills: while the "Fifth 
Generation" directors always tend to dramatize film characters with spectacles, and 
make stories of ordinary folk unusual and heroic, the "Sixth Generation" directors 
reject such "grand-theme" approach and have "turned their interest to the truly 
ordinary." Cinematically, the "Sixth Generation" directors always "strive for utter 
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realism" and "make no attempt to create extraordinary characters." As in the case of 
the "Sixth Generation" films like Beijing Bastard, Lau points out that there is "no 
traditional protagonist or antagonist, neither the high drama of a hero trope nor the 
journey trope of an ordinary man."^^ Instead, the film is "full of apparently unrelated 
documentary footage of Beijing streets: crowds surging, bicycles rolling by, children 
running around.""*® Lau proposes that it is precisely because of "unrelated" shots, 
non-epic and realistic scenes, the "Sixth Generation" films as a whole can be seen as 
distinct from the heroic fictional style of the "Fifth Generation" ones. 
Second, Lau points out that there is a key difference between the political 
orientations of these two groups of directors. For Lau, although both the "Sixth 
Jenny Kwokwah Lau, "Globalization and Youthful Subculture: The Chinese Sixth-Generation Films 
at the Dawn of the New Century," in Multiple Modernities: Cinemas and Popular Media in 
Transcultural East Asia, ed. Jenny Kwokwah lau (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2003), 
19. 
39 Ibid., 18. 
4 � I b i d . , 18. 
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Generation" and "Fifth Generation" directors generally remain critical to the political 
discourses of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) government, the "Sixth 
Generation" directors have "developed a variety of alternative narrative" without the 
"grand themes" of the "Fifth Generation" films, which focus on criticizing and 
reflecting on cultural roots and socialist tradition of official discourses."^' As Lau 
further explains, neither do the "Sixth Generation" directors make films "in the 
direction of epic of drama," nor do they aim at providing clear-cut moralistic 
judgments; most of the "Sixth Generation" directors tend not to directly criticize 
official discourses but remain disengaged from official and political d i s c o u r s e s . 4 2 As 
in Beijing Bastard, the camera continues to capture the ordinary lives of the characters 
in a non-dramatic and intimate way: the artists continue to sing whenever and 
wherever they can. Even their show is torn down by the police during a rehearsal, the 
artists still do not directly dispute with the officials. Lau puts it this way: 
Unlike the fifth-generation films made before the early nineties, which 
criticize the mythologies created by the created by the central political 
discourse, the sixth generation films are outright to these mythologies....It 
is this disengagement, accompanied by a 'disorganized' (or fragmented) 
Ibid., 19-20. 
42 Ibid., 20. 
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variation of narratives, that has befuddled the officials”.^] 
Finally, by further analyzing the different social backgrounds of the "Sixth 
Generation" and "Fifth Generation" directors, Lau concludes that the differences 
between these two groups of directors are also originated from changes of social 
environment. As Lau notes, since most of the "Sixth Generation" directors were born 
in the late 60s and early 70s, "the collective memory of history, especially of the 
Cultural Revolution, and the examination of national cultural traditions" either 
disappeared or became part of their distant childhood m e m o r y . 4 4 Instead, unlike the 
"Fifth Generation" directors who share similar experiences of being sent to the rural 
during the Cultural Revolution, the "Sixth Generation" directors grew up in the 
"open-door policy era when a much more variegated sense quickly replaced cultural 
uniformity." Their young age coincided with the history of China's post-Mao socialist 
economic reform, and was accompanied by the introduction of Western liberal 
thoughts and the flourishing of popular culture and consumerism. So, owing to the 
"influx of different cultures and the relative freedom to pick and choose," Lau points 
out that the art of the "Sixth Generation" directors is mostly "characterized by 
individualism and irrelevance for classical heroism," which are “opposed to the 
Ibid., 20. 
44 Ibid., 22-26. 
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fifth-generation 1980s films focus on the rural. 
The Differences between Western Political Interpretation and Chinese Populist 
Discourse on the "Sixth Generation" Cinema 
Despite such coherent scholastic discourses on the "Sixth Generation," different 
western or mainland critics and audiences incline to interpret characteristics of the 
"Sixth Generation" in very different ways. For instance, while some may glorify the 
political function of the film texts as subversive to the authoritative government, some 
may denounce the selfishness and "uncooperative" attitude of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors as well as their attempt to please the foreign gaze. While some may praise 
for a distinctive artistic style and sincerity of the directors in portraying the reality of 
post-socialist China, other may criticize their immature, narrow, and superficial 
depictions of the marginal life of the underclass by comparing the sixth-generation 
directors to the "thoughtful" predecessors of the "Fifth Generation." In the following 
discussion, I will compare the differences between Western political interpretation and 
the Chinese version on the "Sixth Generation" to thoroughly explore the term's 
formation among contestations of various discourses. 
45 Ibid., 22-24. 
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The Western Discourse~A Liberal Political Definition 
To compare various perceptions on the "Sixth Generation" geographically and 
politically, it is best to outline and sort out two most controversial and contradictory 
discourses in Western countries and mainland China. For the convenience sake, here I 
will name the scholastic discourse as the first discourse, the Western discourse as the 
second discourse and the Chinese native populist discourse as the third discourse."^^ 
Originated mostly from the West and English speaking media, the second discourse 
chiefly defines and measures the value of the "Sixth Generation" in terms of its 
subversive political function to the authoritative Chinese government. Nevertheless, 
the third one, which is mainly formulated in China, denounces such sheer political 
approach by highlighting a distinctive alienated artistic style of the "Sixth 
Generation" directors which fails to affect homeland audiences. These two discourses 
are decidedly incompatible to each other; they define the features of the "Sixth 
46 Other than the scholastic discourse listed in the previous discussion, there are two more 
contradictory discourses from western countries and mainland china. For details please refer to table 1. 
First Discourse Scholastic discourse on the "Sixth 
Generation" 
Second Discourse Western discourse on the "Sixth 
Generation" 




Generation" from an obviously oppositional ideological position and context. The 
former lies in a Western liberal tradition in which freedom of expression, democracy 
and liberty are considered basic human rights against the oppression of authoritative 
rule; whereas the latter bases on the legacy of socialist ideology and traditional 
Chinese Confucianism which favor the collective interest of society/nation rather than 
the so-called Western individualist egoism. Within the second discourse, the main 
concerns include differentiation from the "Fifth Generation," government censorship, 
underground shooting, social problems reflection, and rebellious spirit of film 
protagonists and directors. These five basic elements and criteria help critics to define 
the specificity of the "Sixth Generation." The third discourse tends to highlight purely 
artistic features of film directors and texts in an apolitical perspective. It examines 
artistic elements such as film language, style, film image, content, market value, depth 
of meanings as well as narrative fluency etc. rather than political subversion of film 
texts as the second discourse does. 
It is indeed not difficult for one to find some concrete examples of the second 
discourse among the Western media. For instance, critic Richard Corliss, who 
comments on the "Sixth Generation" in the journal Asian Times, represents a typical 
voice of the second discourse. Similar to most of his western journalist colleagues, he 
enthusiastically describes the "Sixth Generation" directors as a group of faithful 
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dissidents who fight bravely against censorship apparatus through shooting their films 
independently. By characterizing their films as "authentic, anti-romantic, critical and 
realist," Corliss compliments the political function of the films for disclosing a true 
side of the "totalitarian society." As he puts it, "All these movies drop one big hint: in 
a totalitarian society, where anyone may be a government snitch, it's best to keep 
one's feelings and agenda hidden. To speak up, to shout or plead, is to be noticed; to 
be noticed is to risk being denounced. Best to blend into the scenery, to seem a gray 
person in a gray n a t i o n . ”斗？ 
Also, by selectively highlighting the marginal lives and traumatic experiences of 
characters in films like Xiao Wu, Frozen, Postman (1995) and Mr. Zhao (1998)， 
Corliss further points out that the stories of these seemingly fictional characters such 
as the pickpocket thief, postman and avant-garde painter are indeed not only a realist 
reflection of the brutal reality of the contemporary Chinese society, but also an 
illustration of an alterative space for filmmakers to express their subversive and 
"truthful" voice. In his discussion of the film Frozen, Corliss claims that the 
difficulties faced by the protagonist Qi Lei, who is a performance artist, are indeed 
very similar to the daily situation of the "Sixth Generation" directors: both of them are 
living in a "closed system" and their artistic works are equally censored by the 
47 Richard Corliss, "Bright Lights," Time, 2001, 
http://www.time.eom/time/printout/Q.8816.103002,00.html (accessed Feb 15, 2006). 
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government. That is why for Corliss, the symbolic meaning of the personal struggle of 
Qi Lei is indeed not merely a fictional imagination of the director himself, but can 
also be applied to the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers; since all of them have risked 
their life/career in fighting for a more autonomous space for aesthetic creation. Corliss 
in the conclusion remarks on the generation that "In one of the world's most 
repressive systems, they create fearless social commentary They risk their careers 
to deliver uncomfortable truths. If it is hard to find heroes in these movies, it is easy to 
see the heroes behind them."'^^ 
In additional to Corliss' enthusiastic depiction, numerous examples of the second 
discourse could be easily found among western newspapers and journals such as BBC 
News, Telegraph, and the International Herald Tribune etc. Critics including S. F. 
Said, Genevieve Royer and Dermis Lim somehow share a similar point of view with 
Corliss. They are all typical typical examples of the first discourse and tend to 
compliment an "independent spirit" of the "Sixth Generation" directors in disclosing 
the truthful and hidden side of the corrupted Chinese society. For instance, focusing 
mainly on repressive policies of the Chinese film censorship apparatus, S. F. Said 
interviews the "Sixth Generation" director Jia Zhangke and asks him about his painful 
experience in shooting his films within the censorship apparatus. Said first depicts and 
48 Ibid. 
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sorts out how different stages of the censorship procedure have shaped and influenced 
film productions, and then he gives a brief comparison between censored mainstream 
works and "authentic" works of "Sixth Generation." By quoting the personal filming 
experience of Jia, Said praises the truthfulness of Jia's texts in reflecting the real 
situation of China society and people's hidden psychology. He quotes Jia's words as 
follows, "There are lots of areas that nobody can touch— prostitution, drugs, 
homosexuality; you're not even allowed to swear. I think if a film can pass such 
censorship, there can't be true characters in it - because if you don't swear, if you don't 
have weakness, if you don't do bad things, you're not a normal human b e i n g . " 4 9 
Finally, after highlighting the "day-to-day reality" style and truthfulness of the film 
texts, S. F. Said rehonors the artistic achievement of Jia and his courage in making his 
"truthful" voice heard within the authoritative society. As he puts it, 
Jia's attitude exemplifies that of his generation: resourceful, 
courageous, but with no illusions about the situation they're in. 'When I 
first started making films，’ he says, ‘I was naive, thinking I could change 
the world. Now, I feel there's very little we can do. But whatever happens， 
I can make a sound - even if it's a sigh. Because as long as you sigh, you're 
49 Said S. F, "In the Realm of the Censors," Telegraph, 2002, 
http://www.telegraphxo.uk/arts/maiii.ihtml?xml=/arts/2Q02/06/28/bfsfs28.xml 
(accessed Feb 15，2006). 
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still alive. You haven't stopped thinking.^® 
Similar to the example of S. F. Said, other critics such as Genevieve Royer and 
Dennis Lim also share a common ideological assumption in defining specificities of 
the "Sixth Generation" films. Royer applies textual analysis in discussing how the 
film Unknown Pleasure contributes to the reflection of a hidden "fate of ennui, 
idleness and melancholy"^' of the Chinese young generation; Lim, who is a critic 
from the New York Journal Village Voice, also stresses the collectivity and radicalism 
of the "Sixth Generation" directors. On the one hand, Lim tries to dichotomize films 
of the "Fifth Generation" and "Sixth Generation" directors as 
"historical/contemporary, rural/urban, allegorical/experiential, sociological/personal, 
readily eroticized/starkly depressive," and treats various independent directors as a 
group of organic whole in the name of the "Sixth Generation." On the other hand, he 
also attempts to highlight subversive implications of the filmic texts by analyzing 
certain readings of films like Platform, Xiao Wu, Rainclouds Over Wushan (1996), 
On the Beat (1995)，Postman (1995), Mr, Zhao (1998) and Lunar Eclipse (1999), so 
as to critically examine an alternative and neglected side of the fast-changing Chinese 
society. 
Ibid. 
51 Genevieve Royer, "Trapped in Ennui: A Generation of Chinese Youth Lonely and Idle," The Gazette 
(Montreal, Quebec), December 20，2002，D8. 
“ D e n n i s Lim, "China's New City Symphonies," Village Voice, February 27’ 2001，118. 
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Hence, as the above cases show, the main feature of the second discourse focuses 
primarily on the political subversive function of directors and texts, which means that 
the underlying logic of this definition and category is chiefly based on a western 
anti-authoritative and liberalist perspective. Though critics' political stance might vary, 
their premises of categorization are primarily in line with an essentialized political 
classification, so that the criteria of being a member of the "Sixth Generation" is 
determined by a film's politically subversive role and critical function. Who should 
belong to the group of "Sixth Generation" is, according to this discourse, owing 
chiefly not to factors like artistic achievement, common film style or cultural context, 
but a common political "other" 一the authoritative Chinese government一whom the 
directors face. 
Moreover, except highlighting the subversive function of the naming of "Sixth 
Generation," such liberal political generalization of the "Six Generation" films indeed 
also plays an important role in drawing the attention of western audiences. As China 
is caught in tremendous and international transformation triggered by a series of 
historical events一like the end of Cold War as well as the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre, 
the depiction of a subversive role of the "Sixth Generation" directors not only 
provides an ideal political imagination for western consumption, but also fulfills the 
subjective wish of the western audience in hope for a "peaceful transformation" of the 
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authoritative government. Thus, circulating mainly within the western mediascape, 
such appealing definition of the "Sixth Generation," to a large extent, is perceived as a 
"common sense" among western and global audience. It is as if the term "Sixth 
Generation" signifies merely a series of political dichotomies like 
"independent/mainstream, liberal/authoritative, subversive/conservative, 
authentic/illusive, experimental/ commercial," and the term does not contain any 
political ambiguity and heterogeneous possibility among the "Sixth Generation" 
directors in reality. 
Chinese Populist Discourse on "Sixth Generation" Cinema 
However appealing and popular of the discourse in the west, there is a totally 
different form of discourse circulating in China which contains directly opposite 
meaning to the western one. This third discourse on the "Sixth Generation" circulates 
primarily within the Chinese media. Unlike the liberalist definition of the second 
discourse, it focuses chiefly on significances and flaws of artistic achievement of the 
"Sixth Generation" films and concerns concrete local situations of the Chinese film 
culture that the "Sixth Generation" directors face. In the following discussion, I will 
illustrate some basic assumptions of the discourse with the help of several concrete 
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examples which are primarily available in the Chinese-language media. 
In contrast to the explicit political definition of the second discourse, the third 
discourse inclines to privilege artistic achievements and related problems of the 
"Sixth Generation" films circulating within the local Chinese context. Though focuses 
of participating variants in the third discourse are multiple and diversified, one key 
theme of the discourse is to de-politicize the "Sixth Generation" films. Many of these 
critics think that the boundary between film art and politics should be clearly 
differentiated and dichotomized, so as to demonstrate the non-political side of the 
"Sixth Generation" films for the sake of their own implicit political agendas. 
Unnoticed in the western media, such "apolitical" point of view is a dominant 
one among Chinese critics. For instance, in dealing with the filming motif of directors, 
this discourse emphasizes more individual opportunism of directors than subversive 
political objectives. It argues that the main concern of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors is neither subversion to the authoritative government nor political 
investigation of social issues. Rather, their very objective is to appease the aesthetic 
taste of the international film market by appropriating controversial local 
social-political issues. Chinese critic Chen Xiaoming, whose essay entitled "The 
Mysterious Other: Postpolitics in Chinese film," typically maintains such "apolitical" 
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point of view. She applies the concept of "Postpolitics"^^ to illustrate that the "Sixth 
Generation" cinematic representations of historical and political issues are, to a large 
extent, nothing but merely a series of empty signifiers and political codes，and those 
political signs are chiefly employed in fulfilling the western fantasized and 
orientalized imagination strategically. The main interest of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors is, as she explains, not politics itself, but international recognitions: 
...the Sixth Generation never uses politics as their main motif. They have 
no interest in politics....they still can take advantage of the discourse, using 
it as the context to give their film a political aura.... their strategy is to play 
the cards of both politics and commercialism in order to join the 
international film market.^"^ 
Such "apolitical" interpretation of the "Sixth Generation" films can be 
abundantly found in Chinese media. Ranging from the internet to newspapers and 
from magazines to scholarly journals, one can discover many of such "apolitical" 
depictions of the "Sixth Generation" films. But apart from the criticism of Chen 
Xiaoming一who focuses primarily on criticizing the active role of directors in 
pleasing foreign taste, there is another kind of perspective in defining the "aesthetic" 
“ " I n the past, art served politics. But today, politics serves art. The stereotyped politics provides 
effective resources as well as necessary contexts for film. This is what 1 call the "postpolitics" in 
Chinese film today, where the dual aesthetic and cultural function of politics is essential" S e e 
Xiaoming Chen. "The Mysterious Other: Postpolitics in Chinese film," Boundary 2 
24, no. 3 (1997): 140. 
54 Ibid., 138-140. 
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role of the "Sixth Generation" directors among Chinese native critics. It is by 
emptying out all politically subversive meaning of directors, this perspective sees the 
"Sixth Generation" directors as a group of passive receiver who bear the name of the 
"politically subversive underground filmmakers" unwillingly. For instance, in search 
for "truthful filming motives" of the directors, critic Han Xiaolei attempts to highlight 
a neutral political attitude of the "Sixth Generation" directors by privileging artistic 
styles of Wang Xiaoshuai and Lu Xuechang. For Han, none of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors are truly interested in politics, nor do they resist the CCP government. Most 
cinematic concerns of the "Sixth Generation" directors, according to Han, are largely 
associated with an investigation of the everyday lives of Chinese people, rather than 
aiming at subverting the official ideology of the CCP government.^^ 
Thus, one can observe that this "apolitical" logic is directly derived from the 
political reading of the western discourse. It is through criticizing the ambition of the 
western democratic powers as well as the foreign gaze that most of the Chinese critics 
attempt to deconstruct the illusive image and myth of the political subversion of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors. They argue that such over-politicized discourse will 
only harm and distort our understanding of the "Sixth Generation" texts. As some of 
the local critics further suggest, "...among the overseas film critics, the calculation of 
Xiaolei Han, "On the Young Directors of 'New Generation'," Journal of Beijing Film Academy 
01(1995):103-111. 
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the 'Sixth Generation' films is not based on its market and artistic values but on the 
subjective political readings by western commentators. They long for eroticizing 
China through highlighting the dismal and negative narratives of the films, so as to 
satisfy their curiosity in gazing at the dark sides behind the developing process of a 
strange nation."^^ 
Second, the third discourse also stresses historical reflection of films. Yin Hong, 
another famed critic on the mainland, criticizes the "depthlessness, self-pity, naked 
narcissism and superficial value" of the "Sixth Generation" films. Comparing the 
function of reflecting history between the "Fifth Generation" films and "Sixth 
Generation" films, Yin Hong argues that the "depth" of "Sixth Generation" films lags 
behind the level of thoughtfulness and maturity of the canonized “Fifth Generation" 
films. Yin points out that the "Sixth Generation" films' internal limitations such as 
"individualism," "overly-experimentalism," "excessive narcissism," and "self pity" 
prevents them from entering the mainstream Chinese film industry. He also argues 
that there is still a lack of a magnum opus within the "Sixth Generation" films; none 
of them can be compared to canonized classic of the "Fifth Generation" film such as 
Yellow Earth and Red Sorghum. Although one or two films are accepted by the 
mainstream such as Growing up and Shower, Yin argues that the "Sixth Generation" 
http://www.scnn.com.cn/2005/ca330027.htm (accessed Feb 15, 2006). 
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directors are still commonly ignored by local audience, and they wander merely 
around the edge of the Chinese cinema m a r k e t " 
Focusing not only on artistic weaknesses of the films, the third discourse keeps 
on highlighting the poor market value of the "Sixth Generation" films within the local 
film market. While Yin Hong claims that the "Sixth Generation" films are not 
"sophisticated" enough when compared to a magnum opus of the canonized "Fifth 
Generation" predecessors, some native critics argue that the "Sixth Generation" films 
are not "sentimental" and "entertaining" enough in satisfying popular taste. For 
instance, by deliberately ignoring the importance of socio-environmental factors such 
as government film policy, spectatorship and the flourish of the uncontrolled 
VCD/DVD black market which contributes to the failure to the films, these native 
critics simply put all the blame on the inadequacy of directors themselves. According 
to them, the works are incapable of entering the mainstream not because of 
institutional prohibition by the government as the second discourse suggests, but their 
"over experimental" and "individualistic" alienating artistic style. Huang Huang 
comments, 
One of fatal problems of the Sixth Generation is their isolation from the 
market. Within the long experience of being underground, they detour too 
“Ibid . , 101-103. 
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much; it deprives them of the basic understanding of the market. At the year 
of 2000, Lou Ye has been rewarded a valuable chance, but [his film] Purple 
Butterfly has exposed all the problems of the Sixth Generation when facing 
C O 
directly to the market. 
Hence, according to these Chinese native critics, even though the films of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors are permitted to be screened publicly, their "internal 
limitations"一such as individualistic, abstract content, obscure and incoherent filmic 
language have prevented them from appeasing the ordinary audience. It is as if 
without acceptance of the local film industry and market, the "Sixth Generation" films 
then possess no value and significance, no matter how stylistic or socially critical they 
arc.59 
The Chinese critics not only criticize the market failure of the “Sixth Generation" 
directors, they even go further to defend the film censorship policy of the government, 
and this position prominently differentiates the third discourse from the political 
interpretation of the western discourse. As one can see, while the western discourse 
always tends to denounce Chinese censorship in the name of "freedom of expression" 
and human rights, the third discourse adopts a relatively moderate or sometimes 
58 Huang Huang, "The Emergence of the Chinese 'Sixth Generation': from 
Underground to Aboveground," sina.com.cn, 2004， 
http://ent.sina.coi-n.en/m/c/2004-Q3-19/lQ13336597.html 
(accessed Feb 15, 2006). 
59 Ibid. 
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conservative attitude to defend the film censorship policy of the CCP government. 
The former stresses the righteousness and "braveness" of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors in struggling with and exposing the dark side of society, while the latter 
describes underground production as "violation of rules" (wei gui 違規）and 
"illegal," and regard them as selfish ones who destroy the harmony and tradition of 
the official policy within the film industry and studio system. 
The Chinese populist discourse, on the contrary, selectively praises and 
emphasizes those "Sixth Generation" films which are accepted by the commercial 
market or produced within the official studio system. The native discourse 
cherishes common interests among the official, market and artistic creation. 
Privileging negotiation and compromise, the third discourse explains that the banning 
of films is chiefly due to the "non-cooperation" of the irresponsible "Sixth 
Generation" directors.^^ Accusing solely the directors, the third discourse concludes 
that the "arrogant" directors should be responsible for the banning and market failure 
of their films.^^ It is the directors' rejection to negotiate or compromise with the 
“Apple is Seriously Criticized by the Film Department: Don't Humiliate the Present Age for the 
Sake of Overseas Prize." ent.QQ.com, March 26’ 2007, http://ent.qq.eom/a/20070326/000054.html 
(accessed Feb 15,2008). 
61 Zheng Gu, Xin shi qi Zhongguo dian ying lun {Chinese Film Theories in the New Age) (Beijing: 
Zhongguo dian ying chu ban she, 2004), 173-187. 
62 Yiwei Sun, "The Predicaments and Prospects of the 'Sixth Generation' Directors'," 
sina.com.cn. May 7, 2007, 
http://news.sina.eom/sinacn/205-000-103-107/2007-05-07/20Q5350488.html 
(accessed Feb 15, 2008). 
63 "Apple is Seriously Criticized by the Film Department: Don't Humiliate the Present Age for the 
Sake of Overseas Prize." ent.QQ.com, March 26, 2007，http://ent.qq.eom/a/20070326/000054.html 
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government and commercial market that causes the government to ban their films for 
the sake of "national interest" and "security," even though government officials 
indeed have tried their best to make c o n c e s s i o n , ^ 
The Chinese populist discourse has a totally different view from the western one 
on the censorship system of the Chinese government. Rather than criticizing unjust 
and reactionary aspects of the censorship policy, the third discourse claims that the 
Chinese government is already very lenient and tolerant in accepting films of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors.^^ Government officials not only allow independent 
filmmaking, but also try their best to actively negotiate with directors and improve the 
antagonistic relationships by launching a series of meeting, conferences as well as 
screening activities.胁 Referring to the production experiences of the "Sixth 
Generation" director Zhang Yuan, Yong Lin compliments the tolerance of the 
government policy: 
What worthy noticing is that the Chinese government only prohibited Zhang 
raccessed Feb 15, 2008). 
Yiwei Sun. “The Predicaments and Prospects of the 'Sixth Generation' Directors'." 
sina.com.cn. May 7, 2007, 
httD://news.sina.coni/sinacn/205-0Q0-lQ3-lQ7/20Q7-05-Q7/2Q05350488.html 
(accessed Feb 15’ 2008). 
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66 See Xihe Chen and Shi Chuan, "Introduction一Regarding the Filmmakers and 
Works of the New Born Generation," in Duo yuan yu Jing zhong de xin sheng dai dian 
ying, ed. Xihe Chen and Chuan Shi. (Shanghai: Xue lin Press, 2003)，2-12 and Sun 
Yiwei, "The Predicaments and Prospects of the 'Sixth Generation' Directors'," 
sina.com.cn. May 7, 2007, 
http://news.sina.eom/sinacn/2Q5-QQ0-103-lQ7/20Q7-05-07/2Q05350488.html 
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Yuen from making his film within the national film studio system...In regarding 
to Zhang Yuen's disrespecting act towards the Chinese film institution, related 
departments simply use executive means to prevent him from making films, but 
without adopting any kind of political persecution.^^ 
From the above, one can see that the Chinese populist discourse does not only 
deliberately silence discussions about inequality and unfairness of the censorship 
policy itself, but goes even further to acclaim and exaggerate efforts of the 
government in diminishing punishment as well as actively communicating with the 
"deviant", "rebellious" and "subverting" "Sixth Generation" directors. If a film ends 
up with being banned by the government, it is totally the fault of a director 
himself/herself who refuses to compromise with "kind" and "lenient" officials. 
New Born Generation 
While the third discourse favors artistic weaknesses, market failure and rules 
violation of the "Sixth Generation" directors, there is also another alternative naming 
in C h i n a ~ "New Born Generation"(xin sheng dai)—referring to a similar group of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors. Originated largely from the basic assumptions of the 
67 Yong Lin, Wen ge hou shi dai Zhongguo dian ying yu quan qiu wen hua (Chinese films and Global 
culture after Cultural Revolution) (Beijing: Wen hua yi shu Press, 2005), 166. 
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third discourse, this new categorization underlines that most current cinematic styles 
and concerns of the so-called "Sixth Generation" directors are indeed no longer 
limited to the realistic revelation of the marginal and urban outcasts. Instead, owing to 
a commercial trend and globalization in the 1990s, there was an obvious commercial 
turn among early "subverting" independent "Sixth Generation" directors like Zhang 
Yuan, Lu Xuechang and Guan Hu et al. The emerging of a series of new filmmakers 
including commercial directors, documentary directors and individual amateurs 
further problematizes the very logic of the categorization of the "Sixth Generation" 
cinema. Rather than keep using the term "Sixth Generation," some native critics tend 
to adopt the new term "New Born Generation" in recapturing/defining latest changes 
among those new Chinese filmmakers. 
As Ni Zhen, a noted Chinese film critic and professor in Beijing film Academy, 
further points out: unlike the unchangeable definition of "Sixth Generation," there are 
indeed a clear boundary between early "Sixth Generation" films and recent "New 
r n 
Bom Generation" films. Privileging "healthy" and commercial themes of these 
"New Bom Generation" films, Ni tries to classify these films as "operational films" 
(cao zuo xing dian ying 操作'性電影)，約 which are chiefly produced by a group of 
70s-born directors such as Zhang Yang, Shi Runjiu, Jin Chen and Guo Xiaolu; 
68 Zhen Ni, "Guardian on the New Bom Generation," in Duo yuan yu jing zhong de xin sheng dai dian 
ying, ed. Xihe Chen and Chuan Shi, (Shanghai: Xue lin Press, 2003^ 15. 
69 Ibid., 15. 
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whereas themes of the early "Sixth Generation" films made by the 60s-born are 
merely "urban life, self autobiography writing, self-alienation, Rock' n roll, obscured 
youth.，, 
Ni recognizes at least two distinctive characteristics demarcating the new trend 
of the "New Bom Generation" directors and the earlier 60s-born "subverting" "Sixth 
Generation." First, unlike pessimistic and narcissistic themes of the early "subversive" 
"Sixth Generation" films, current "New Born Generation" films employ a more 
optimistic narrative to reveal “social harmony", "morality" and "happiness" of 
contemporary Chinese social "reality". According to Ni, these "New Bom 
Generation" films use more coherent storyline, dramatic story plot and happy ending 
to play as a perfect mechanism in balancing conflicts between market consumption, 
popular appetite and artistic experiment, as well as healing contemporary mental 
illnesses such as "alienation, marriage failure，narcissism and isolation.’口‘ 
Second, in terms of cinematic languages, Ni stresses that the "New Born 
Generation" films are mostly shot within the official studio with more professional 
cinematic techniques and resources, ^^  whereas the early "subversive" "Sixth 
Generation" films are normally produced outside official studio in a more amateur 
way. For instance, film image of the "New Bom Generation" films such as Spicy Love 
70 Ibid., 15-16. 
71 Ibid., 19. 
72 Ibid., 19-20. 
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Soup (1997) and A Beautiful New World is indeed no longer similar to the "darkened, 
hand-held, fragmented and shaky" images of the early "subversive" "Sixth 
Generation" films like The Days and The Making of Steel (1997). Rather, using more 
brightened color, glamorous visual effect as well as coherent editing, these "New 
Bom Generation" films, in Ni's sense, can satisfy popular taste of the taste of local 
audiences.乃 
In his concluding remarks, Ni argues that the value of the present "New Bom 
Generation" directors is far more important than those "Sixth Generation" directors, 
since the former can achieve "double recognitions from both the government and 
local audience," but the early "Sixth Generation" films are meant merely for sheer 
"aesthetic avant-gardism.，口斗 And the term "New Bom Generation," for Ni, is surely a 
more appropriate term in describing the latest situation of those new Chinese 
filmmakers than the term "Sixth Generation." 
Independent Filmmaking~Directors' Views on the Naming of "Sixth 
Generation" 
Finally, after being informed of the contestation and circulation of the term 
73 Ibid., 18-19. 
74 Ibid., 15,19-21. 
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"Sixth Generation" among the western and Chinese media, one might further ask: 
what is the directors' point of view in perceiving such collective naming? Do they see 
themselves as a group of directors with similar styles and a collective identity? 
Indeed, by studying personal statements of these new Chinese filmmakers, I find 
that such collective labeling of the so-called "Sixth Generation" filmmakers has 
become so vague and broad that it has lost its function and meaning. I enquired some 
directors about their comments towards the collective labeling in a conference. Zhang 
Yuan, for example, made it very clear that he was opposed to such naming. He 
condemned the falseness and weaknesses of the naming of "Sixth Generation." In fact, 
he doubted whether the term "Sixth Generation" or the collective identity existed. 
Zhang mentioned that directors actually shot very independently. This kind of 
collective naming did not do anything to their workJ^ 
Similar to Zhang, another well recognized "Sixth Generation" director Jia 
Zhangke shares the same view that such collective naming are nothing more than a 
forced label which is meaningless to them. What really concerns him is the artistic 
achievement of his own films. According to Jia, it is the media who create the "Sixth 
Generation"/ "New Born Generation" to promote more discussions for their own good. 
Jia Zhangke only wants to speak out his own living experience through his films. 
75 I interviewed directors Jia Zhangke and Zhang Yuan during the discussion session on 5 April 2006 
in Hong Kong Science Museum. 
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Moreover, Jia believes that it is most important for directors to express their affection 
and emotion in their films, but not to create any feature story for the media.76 So Jia 
tends to define himself as an independent filmmaker, rather than a member of the 
group of "Sixth Generation" / "New Bom Generation" directors. 
Not only Zhang Yuan and Jia Zhangke, other "Sith Generation" directors also 
have a very similar anti-collective identity position, like Lu Xiiechang, Wu Di, Wang 
Guangli and Li Yang. Lu Xuechang and Wu Di think that it is unfair and inaccurate to 
categorize filmmakers by generation, "Although we are in similar age, we have 
different styles. Not all people from the same generation are the 'Sixth Generation.' If 
we are categorized by generation in this way, it is not fair to us;"^^ "People should not 
impose a collective name on us indifferently and too causally." 
Wang Guangli, director of Heng Shu Heng (2001), does not relate with other 
"Sixth Generation" directors nor regard himself as a part of such "Generations." 
Although some people think that he shares some characteristics with Jia Zhangke, 
Wang does not agree. In opposite to the unique personal style of Jia, Wang regards 
himself as an amateur only.79 Likewise, another famed "Sixth Generation" director Li 
76 Ning Ding,"Dialogue: Chinese New Bom Generation seminar," in Duo yuan yu jing zhong de xin 
sheng dai dian ying, ed. Xihe Chen and Chuan Shi ( Shanghai: Xue lin Press, 2003)，390-391. 
77 Kaki Chan, "Hopes and predicaments of the New Bom generation," City Entertainment 426 (1995): 
60. 
78 Ibid., 60. 
79 Rikun Zhu and Xiaogang Wan, Du liji lu: dui hua Zhongguo xin rui dao yan (Independent Record: 
Dialogue with New Chinese Directors) (Beijing: Zhongguo min zu she ying yi shu Press, 2005)，64-67. 
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Yang rejects very fiercely the concept of generation. Li resists such collective naming 
since there is neither a clear definition nor a united style. He believes that there is no 
such thing as the "Sixth Generation" and certainly he is not a member of that. He 
admits that there can be great film movements like the French New Wave and Italian 
neo-realism, but these movements should be recognized by common ideas and 
orientation, not ages. Similarly, Zhang Yang always puzzles why he is regarded as 
one of the newborn "Sixth Generation." If the "Sixth Generation" refers to those 
underground, rebellious or non-mainstream moviemakers, he is definitely not one of 
them.8 丨 
While different interpreters try hard to categorize directors into generations, the 
same group of directors strongly resists such naming. They either reject collectivity or 
condemn the media of making use of them to create mass discussion. There are only a 
few of the "Sixth Generation" directors who accept the collective naming. Most of 
them support the naming in the beginning when it is still "relevant" to them, but very 
soon they re-evaluate and denounce the collective naming one by one. 
The few who support the naming includes Hu Xueyang and Guan Hu, who 
"I never consider myself a Sixth Generation director. 1 do not believe there is such a thing as the 
Sixth Generation. Generations are not divided by ages, they are divided by ideas and orientations. In 
the long history of French film, the French New Wave movement is characterized by its ideas. Italian 
neorealism is also known for its new concepts..." See Michael Berry, Speaking in Images: Interviews 
with Contemporary Chinese Filmmakers (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005)，231. 
81 Rikun Zhu and Xiaogang Wan, Du liji lu: dui hua Zhongguo xin rui dao yan (Independent Record: 
Dialogue with New Chinese Directors) (Beijing: Zhongguo min zu she ying yi shu Press, 2005), 
388-389. 
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belong to the class of 1989 of the Beijing Film Academy. To differentiate themselves 
from the former "Fifth Generation," the class of 1978, they initiate the naming of the 
"Sixth Generation" consciously. Guan Hu sometimes put a label of "89 Class" at the 
end of his film. Thus, the collective naming movement actually starts with an 
ambition to distinguish oneself from the forerunner "Fifth Generation." 
When more directors adopt underground styles or urban themes, and their film 
styles become increasingly diversified, the term "Sixth Generation" becomes more 
theoretically incoherent. Many directors who first support the naming now hesitate. 
Seeing the naming process becoming so random and inconsistent, many of them start 
to doubt, criticize and even turn against this collective naming movement. Wang 
Xiaoshuai is a very typical example. He admits that the term "Sixth Generation" 
existed once in the past, but it dissolved currently. As Wang further puts it, 
It is hard to classify who is “Sixth Generation" now, since it is not grouped 
purely by those who graduate from the film institution. We find people with 
different backgrounds and coming from different film institutions. Basically 
the "Sixth Generation" has completed its historical mission since this was a 
revolt against the Chinese film institution. But it is no longer applicable now. 
Hence, it should be the time to dissolve the term now. 
82 Ibid., 25. 
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According to Wang, directors name each other to form a group community at first 
because the individual power of those fresh directors is pretty weak. After a while, 
when directors are able to establish their own style, they prefer distinguishing 
themselves from any group or collectivity. In fact, Wang Xiaoshuai believes that it 
is like a common practice in present society. 
Thus, according to speeches and backgrounds of the directors, it is not hard to 
discover that most of the so-called "Sixth Generation" directors tend to reject the 
naming of "Generation," no matter if it is grounded from western or local media. In 
general, we could summarize their reasons as follows. 1) With different styles among 
directors, it is hard to identify any uniform artistic form to represent the "Generation." 
2) Aesthetically speaking, besides different film styles, directors argue that their 
filmmaking styles will change from time to time. It is not necessary for one to be 
limited by his past creation. 3) Their background, specialty and attitude towards the 
film institution, are very different: some of them focus on feature films, some work on 
documentary; some of them are trained in a television station; others stay 
underground. 
All in all, most of the contemporary Chinese directors no longer agree on the 
collective naming nowadays. For them, such collective naming only covers up their 
uniqueness and characteristics. It does nothing good to directors or the industry, but it 
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limits the variety, autonomy and the freedom of creation. Hence, the historical 
mission of such collective labeling—"Sixth Generation," according to most of these 
directors, has already been completed and it is no longer useful. 
6 1 
Chapter 3 
The Interrelationships among Filmmakers, Discourses and Social Context 
Evaluations on the Discourses of "Sixth Generation" 
Having discussed how the various discourses define the very meaning of the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema in different ways, what we have is a rather complicated picture, 
in which the so-called "Sixth Generation" is no longer a self-evident concept that 
could be easily explained by a set of pre-given values. 
In facing such a huge disparity between different discourses and the naming of 
the "Sixth Generation" cinema, one would further ask: how can we know which 
discourse or naming reveals the true picture of such cultural phenomenon? And, if the 
term "Sixth Generation" is no longer valid in accurately showing the current 
phenomenon, should we keep using it as a basic framework for understanding the 
very features of contemporary Chinese filmmakers? Or should we better abandon it 
by using some new alternatives instead? 
Instead of denying the value and function of the term "Sixth Generation," I argue 
that the very significance of the term itself is still far from exhausted. Although 
different critics define the term "Sixth Generation" in very different ways, I find that 
6 2 
the term "Sixth Generation" is still useful for us to understand how the specific 
cultural phenomenon of contemporary Chinese filmmakers is possibly shaped amid 
current social situations. Not simply searching for a single valid meaning/truth, I 
argue that every interpretation is actually telling a part of the whole story. Even 
though the definitions of the term "Sixth Generation" vary, we should not completely 
falsify or neglect their interpretations. 
According to Foucault, one of the major functions of discursive analysis is 
indeed neither to seek a "latent" meaning and "absolute truth" that lie behind the 
surface appearance, nor to look for any single, unified, linear and "coherent pattern of 
statements across a range of archives and s i t e s . R a t h e r , what Foucault stresses is 
the analysis of the intersection between power and knowledge. For him, all discourses 
are saturated with power. They are articulated through various kinds of visual images 
and verbal texts on the one hand, and are embedded in the practices of the 
surrounding institutional apparatus on the other. In order to further understand the 
underlying structure of a discursive formation, the very task of Foucauldian method is 
to investigate interplays among statements, texts, institutions and contexts from a 
broader perspective, instead of rediscovering the pre-given "essence" or "the 
83 See Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials 
(London: Sage, 2001)，143.and Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (London: New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 18-37. 
84 Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials 
(London: Sage, 2001), 140-184. 
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constitution of a single horizon of objectivity."^^ Foucault pinpoints a discourse in 
this way: 
These pre-existing forms of continuity, all these syntheses that are accepted 
without question, must remain in suspense. They must not be rejected 
definitively, of course, but the tranquility with which they are accepted must be 
disturbed; we must show that they do not come about by themselves, but are 
always the result of a construction the rules of which must be known and the 
justifications of which must be scrutinized.^^ 
In this way, while the "Sixth Generation" interpreters are all trying to 
"objectively" "describe" major features of the composition of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors, they all play a role in shaping, constructing, modifying, disciplining and 
isolating the very meaning of the "Sixth Generation" directors according to their own 
positions. Only by examining their internal contradictions, complexities, gaps and 
heterogeneities among the various "Sixth Generation" discourses could we understand 
the contestation of a specific "Sixth Generation" discourse through a series of power 
on 
negotiations as well as its possibility of subversion. It also prevents us from 
reducing a complicated picture of the "Sixth Generation" cinema into a series of 
self-evident historical facts that have no relation to the present power structures. 
85 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (London: New York: Routledge, 2003), 36. 
86 Ibid., 28. 
87 Ibid., 39-43. 
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Discussing Dominant Features of the "Sixth Generation" Cinema 
Hence, by further applying Foucauldian method to our previous findings, we can 
find at least two significant aspects of the cultural dynamics of the "Sixth Generation" 
cinema which are usually neglected by previous interpretations: first, the term "Sixth 
Generation" is always an active process of contestation and negotiation; second, the 
discursive formation of the term is always closely intertwined with the surrounding 
socio-political context. To further explain my view, I argue that the term "Sixth 
Generation" can never be taken for granted by any dominant group. Instead, far from 
being an absolutely monolithic system or structure imposed by interpreters, the term 
"Sixth Generation" is indeed a cultural battle among different interpreters. Everyone 
competes to shape the very meaning of the term according to their own position and 
institutional site.^^ If one simply follows the western political definition without 
mentioning how the native/local responds towards filmmakers, one tends to 
essentialize Chinese young filmmakers into a group of homogeneous dissidents with a 
very narrow political vision. 
As I have mentioned before, the current Chinese "Sixth Generation" filmmakers 
88 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (London: New York: Routledge, 2003), 35-57. 
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are indeed no longer restricted in producing subversive texts to resist "state control." 
Rather, some of them like Zhang Yuan, Lu Xuechang and Guan Hu are all willing to 
compromise with both the government and commercial film market. Other than 
making subversive "underground" texts, they have worked within official studios in 
making non-subversive or pro-government texts such as Cala, my dog!. Purple 
Butterfly (2003) and Jiang Jie (2004). And for the sake of the local commercial 
cinematic consumptions, some of them have even produced commercial genres such 
as Green Tea, and 1 love You. 
The western political discourse tends to ignore an ambiguous boundary between 
the so called "underground" "Sixth Generation" filmmakers and the "aboveground" 
"Sixth Generation" directors. Neglecting the perception of the local on the "Sixth 
Generation" directors will hinder our understanding of the domestic discourse and 
its ideological function. Commercial genre directors such as Zhang Yang, Huo Jianqi 
and Shi Runjiu are complimented by native critics for their "positive" and "healthy" 
thematic styles. Native critics reconstruct a complete meaning of the term "Sixth 
Generation" as well as reinvent a new term "Newborn Generation" to establish a new 
"Sixth Generation'V'Newborn Generation" to serve as a "role model" for the former 
"Sixth Generation" "colleagues" to quit early subversive exploration and participate 
in a "proper" and "non-antagonistic" filmmaking. If we simply keep following the 
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western concept of "underground," "dissident" or "independent," we will miss such 
complicated internal political modification. 
However, owing to a limited access to and investigation into Chinese domestic 
materials, most western critics focus merely on a vertical "top-down" relationship 
between filmmakers and the state by using the concept of "underground," "dissident" 
or "independent." Most of them overlook the dominant role of native populist critics, 
ranging from academic journals, local magazines, newspapers, to TV interviews or 
online materials etc, in shaping the identity of the "Sixth Generation" directors. 
Instead of merely highlighting a subversive identity of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors from the western political point of view, local perceptions are equally 
important for the understanding of the cultural phenomenon of the "Sixth Generation" 
cinema. Not only should one avoid limiting our understanding of the "Sixth 
Generation" into a narrow western political description, indeed, one should also avoid 
reading the "Sixth Generation" cinema merely from a "pure" local perspective, or as a 
"pure" aesthetic calculation. 
Although some local critics are aware not to follow the "pure" aesthetic logic of 
the populist discourse, and some of them like Zhang Xianmin and Yang Kuanxing 
even criticize government censorship in an indirect w a y , the majority of local critics 
89 See Xianmin Zhang, Kan bu jian de ying xiang (Invisible Images) (Shanghai: 
Shanghai san lian shu dian, 2005), 2-35 and Kuanxing Yang, "June Fourth Incident 
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remain restrained in directly criticizing the authority. To avoid punished by the 
authority, they selectively focus on the commercial turn or "sheer" aesthetic values of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors. So, in this sense, if one simply follows the local 
populist perspective without realizing its internal politics, one will become complicit 
in the state ideology. 
One should also avoid seeing things purely from the directors' perspective. I 
argue that the framework of "Sixth Generation" is still useful for revealing how the 
seemingly "individualized" filmmakers are implicitly connected to Chinese common 
socio-political background. If one uncritically follows the directors' perspective to 
highlight artistic originality of authorship, one will over-exaggerate the authorship of 
the “Sixth Generation" directors, and downplay the collaborative nature of 
filmmaking.^® 
As scholars like Robert Stam and Waston mention the very nature of a filmmaker 
is indeed "not an untrammeled artist; he or she is immersed in material contingencies, 
surrounded by the Babel-like buzz of technicians, camera, and lights of the 
'happening' which is the ordinary film shoot."^' The process of filmmaking, as 
and Summer Palace,” Press freedom, 2006, 
http://www.pressfreedom.com/newsdetail.asp?NIID=6&NDID=3761 (accessed Feb 
15，2006). 
9° See Robert Stam, Film Theory: An Introduction (Maiden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 90. 
Paul Waston, "Critical approaches to Hollywood cinema: authorship, genre and stars," in An 
introduction to film studies, ed. Jill Nelmes, (London, New York: Routledge, 2003)，138. 
91 Not only do scholars like Robert Stam and Waston criticize the auteuristic view on filmmaking, 
theorists Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault also problematize the very concept of authorship. 
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Waston further notes, does not function merely as art; it involves a collaboration of 
crafts and industrial contingencies that interact in film production.^^ While a novelist 
or poet can write independently in a single room or in prison, a filmmaker, situated 
under the Chinese authority, needs not only different sources of funding and technical 
support but also the approval by the official authority as well as an extensive network 
to shoot. No matter how individual or auteuristic the "Sixth Generation" directors are, 
there are still some common ground embedded of which none of their films can truly 
override. The following session will turn to examine the complicated relationship 
between the "Sixth Generation" directors and Chinese socio-political context so that 
we can conceive the formation of the very collective identity of the "Sixth 
According to Barthes and Michel Foucault, the author is largely a byproduct of the writing rather than 
the original source of a text. In his famous essay, "The Death of the Author," Barthes clearly points out 
how the meanings of a single text are historically situated and contested by multiple readings of readers. 
The very nature of a text itself, as he puts it, "is not a line of words releasing a single "theological" 
meaning (the "message" of the Author-God) but a multidimensional space in which a variety of 
writings, none of them original, blend and clash." (Barthes, "The Death of the Author," 1977) So, for 
Barthes, the role of the author can, in opposing to the proposed authorship in the directors' discourse, 
"only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original. His only power is to mix writings, to 
counter the ones with the others, in such a way as never to rest on any one of them." (Barthes, "The 
Death of the Author," 1977) The very meaning of a text is a mere "tissue of quotations drawn from 
the innumerable centers of culture." Similarly, in "What is an Author?" Michel Foucault also follows 
the "poststructural" logic of Barthes and regards the nature of authorship as an "ephemeral time-bound 
institution which soon give way to a future 'pervasive anonymity of discourse.'" (Stam, Film Theory, 
124; Foucault, Language. Counter-memory, Practice, 113-138) In this sense, it is only when the author 
is dead, one can go further to turn the writing from the author's intention to the discourse, so as to 
analysis its internal institutional structure and power. (Simon During, Foucault and Literature, 122) So, 
while the directors claim the specificity of their own works and filmic styles, they are, according to 
Foucault, equally incapable of noticing how their own discursive structure and individualistic position 
have influenced their so called personal style. See Robert Stam, Film Theory: An Introduction (Maiden, 
Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 124; Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-memory, Practice: 
Selected Essays and Interviews (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1977), 113-138; Simon During, Foucault and 
Literature: Towards a Genealogy of Writing (London, New York: Routedge, 1992), 122; Roland 
Barthes,"The Death of the Author," 1977, http://social.chass.ncsu.edii/wvrick/debclass/whatis.htm 
(accessed Feb 9，2007). Robert Stam, Film Theory: An Introduction (Maiden, Mass.: Blackwell 
Publishers, 2000), 90. 
92 Paul Waston, "Critical approaches to Hollywood cinema: authorship, genre and stars," in An 
Introduction to Film Studies, ed. Jill Nelmes, (London, New York: Routledge, 2003), 141. 
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Generation" amid a common social background and different kinds of power 
dominations. 
Relationship between the "Sixth Generation" Cinema and Chinese socio-political 
Context 
As I argued above, the very composition of the "Sixth Generation" directors are 
indeed largely shaped by different power dominations and social structures. In order 
to further explain how the cinematic works of the "Sixth Generation" directors are 
closely related to the surrounding institutions and specific context in a more detailed 
way, in the following discussion, I will now turn to analyze the inter-relationship 
between the "Sixth Generation" cinema and Chinese context from several different 
socio-political aspects. 
First, politically speaking, under the specific political structure of Chinese 
context, artistic creations of the "Sixth Generation" directors can never be a product 
of any director's own free will. All of their film works are still influenced by the CCP 
government, although the present stage of the official film censorship is to a certain 
extent loosened or relatively mild when compared with the socialist past. The 
prosperity of a black market of pirated movies also successfully provides a wider 
7 0 
social alternative space for the circulation of the "Sixth Generation" films as if the 
state had lost its total control over the public screening of such "subversive" texts. 
Despite such relatively gentle government policy as well as the flourishing of an 
uncontrolled VCD/DVD black market, I argue that the official ideology and the 
institutional intervention of the CCP government are still playing a very significant 
role in shaping major themes and styles of the "Sixth Generation" films in both 
explicit and implicit ways. 
Ranging from filmic production to open distribution and public exhibition, the 
Chinese government's State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television still has a 
tight control over the content of films shown to the public?] Though the legality of 
filmmaking had been somehow eased and become more fluid since the beginning of 
the 90s, and a series of new filmic policies were introduced for the sake of 
"encouraging private investment and allowing production activities outside of the 
government s t u d i o � ’ � 9 4 the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television, 
however, is still far from retreating from the public sphere of cultural activities.^^ If a 
filmmaker wants to screen his/her film in China, it is a must for him/her to secure a 
permit from the Chinese Film and Television Bureau. Lau explains, "With prior 
93 Jenny Kwokwah Lau, "Globalization and Youthful Subculture; The Chinese Sixth-Generation Films 
at the Dawn of the New Century." in Multiple Modernities: Cinemas and Popular Media in 
TYanscultural East Asia, ed. Jenny Kwokwah lau (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2003), 
15-16. 
Ibid., 16. 
95 Ibid., 15-16. 
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censorship by the Chinese Film and Television Bureau, the film may be shown both 
inside and outside of China. Without it, a film may still be produced, but its public 
screening is b a n n e d . T h e censorship of the Chinese authority simply prevents 
Chinese filmmakers from fully acquiring their own autonomy/independence to make 
films without compromising or negotiating with official regulations. Otherwise, 
"illegal" filmmakers may be seriously punished by the authority. 
Regarding the social and political dynamics of underground filmmaking in china, 
Pickowicz points out that the relationship between the state and directors is largely a 
complex of "ongoing negotiation," and the government indeed plays a dominant role 
in designing contents of films. According to Pickowicz, the reason why filmmakers 
can touch upon some sensitive topics is a result of power struggle among ruling 
elites.97 Liberal ruling elites believe that subversive texts can help tackling unsettling 
topics that the state is unwilling to manage. They see such artistic activities as a 
positive pressure releasing mechanism rather than a dangerous target that needs to be 
totally suppressed. But directors have to, as Pickowicz puts it, "refrain from 
criticizing the party/state and avoid making explicitly mobilization film in exchange 
Q Q 
for the right to make films in many subjects the state usually ignores." For those 
96 Ibid., 16. 
Paul G. Pickowicz, "Social and Political Dynamics of Underground Filmmaking in China," in From 
Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in Contemporary China, ed. Paul G.. Pickowicz 
and Yingjin Zhang (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield，2006), 6-8, 
98 Ibid., 6-8. 
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who fail to follow the rules will surely be isolated, detained, or even put in jail. 
Let us consider the punishment of the "Sixth Generation" director Lou Ye. 
Although the production of his latest work Summer Palace (2006) did enjoy more 
autonomy and overseas financial support than films made 20 years ago, the 
distribution of the film was nonetheless still deeply restricted and censored by the 
government.99 Precisely because of its blatant depiction of the political taboo of the 
CCP the government——the 89 June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident, the film Summer 
Palace was not only banned all over China by the authority, the director Lou Ye had 
also been severely punished and was banned from making films in China for five 
years�卯 After the film was screened at the Cannes Film Festival without official 
approval, the government ended up decide to completely suppress its circulations by 
further restricting the Chinese media from reporting any news related to the film as 
well as confiscating the income that is derived from the film,'®' so as to further deter 
new filmmakers from following the "illegal" and "subversive" act of the "Sixth 
99 Dealing with the topic of June Fourth Tiananmen incident, the banned film Summer Palace avoids 
investigation of Tiananmen incident in any direct and detailed way. Narrated by the female protagonist 
Yu Hong, a country girl who leaves her family to study in Beijing, the film tells an erotic love story 
between Yu Hong and her fellow student Zhou Wei. Throughout the narrative of Yu, the film retraces 
her own teenage memories of "June Fourth Tiananmen incident" in which all the stories are not about 
her critical reflection on the issue but her own personal love and sexual affair with her beloved Zhou 
Wei. However ambiguous the political point of view is, the film is condemned seriously by the 
authority for its "blatant description" of the Tiananmen Incident. In fact, there is only one scene 
depicting a group of students throwing rocks at a burning vehicle. However, this is already violent and 
explicit enough for the film to be banned. 
“Chinese Director 'Given Film Ban'," BBC, September 4, 2006， 
http://news.bbc.co.Uk/2/hi/entertainment/5313Q08.stm (accessed Feb 9, 2007). 
10丨 Ibid. 
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Generation" filmmaker Lou Ye. 
Second, apart from the government apparatus we discussed above, the 
filmmaking of the "Sixth Generation" directors is also deeply affected by certain 
common socio-economic structures. If we further compare works of the Chinese 
"Sixth Generation/independent" directors with western independent films and early 
films of the "Fifth Generation" directors, it is not hard to find some similar features 
among the so called highly differentiated "Sixth Generation/independent" directors. 
For instance, in the early 90s, amateurism and inadequate resources have indeed 
facilitated the "documentary aesthetic" and "urbanized theme" among works of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors. While early films of the "Fifth Generation" directors 
such as A One And an Eight (1983), Yellow Earth (1984)，King of Children (1987)，Ju 
Dou (1989)，Raise and the Red Lantern (1991)，Farewell My Concubine (1993) and 
Blue Kite (1993) were chiefly produced in the state studio with abundant financial and 
technique support, the "Sixth Generation" directors, who just graduated from the 
Beijing Film Academy, could barely make their early films under a highly 
impoverished material condition outside the government studios. Ironically, the 
material insufficiency does not prevent the "Sixth Generation" directors from 
continuously making their films. Instead, it contributes to shape certain similarities 
and collective identities among the "individualized" directors. In an interview with 
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Zhang Xianmin�i02 the protagonist of films like Rainclouds over Wushan (1996) and 
Summer Palace, as well as a professor at the Beijing Film Academy, he once 
explained that the urban thematic tendency of the "Sixth Generation" films was 
largely determined by surrounding economic and political constraints rather than a 
pure artistic intention of directors themselves. 
On the one hand, without sufficient financial and technique support, visual 
representations of the "Sixth Generation" films, Zhang argued, inevitably turned to a 
series of "non-professional, darkened, hand-held, fragmented, raw and shaky" images, 
which totally contradicted to glamorous spectacles of rural landscape, ethnicity and 
sexuality shown in the early "Fifth Generation" films. On the other hand, shooting 
films without official permission, the "unauthorized" "Sixth Generation" directors 
tend to secretly make films about stories of their surrounding friends, artists, ordinary 
people or urban marginal class nearby instead of shooting in some public spaces or 
employing a large-scale setting. This explains why the "Sixth Generation" directors 
favor issues like urban milieu, modern uncertainty, marginality of the urban minorities, 
individualistic perception as well as teenage subculture in the early stage. 
Other than relying on private funding, the current production of the "Sixth 
Generation" directors is also deeply influenced by two different funding sources: the 
102 My interview with Professor Zhang Xianmin was on 18 Feb, 2006 at Beijing Film Academy. 
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first source is chiefly from investments of foreign institutions, whereas the second one 
is from state-approved institutions such as state-owned film companies, state and 
private joint-stock film companies as well as state-owned T.V. s t a t i o n s . T h e s e two 
oppositional funding sources indeed play a dominant role in shaping the specific style 
and content of the "Sixth Generation" films. If directors really want to receive 
sponsorship from these related institutions, it is very likely that they would make 
compromise or modification on films so as to fulfill some basic "norms" or criteria set 
by the institutions. This is why the key themes of the "Sixth Generation" films, with 
these two unique modes of funding sources, are normally limited to certain similar 
topics, rather than purely reflecting artistic intentions of directors/authors themselves. 
Under such funding mechanism, it is indeed not difficult to find that funding 
from overseas chiefly serves productions for prevailing aesthetic ethics of 
international film festival circuits and exhibitions. Sponsored films are required to 
satisfy at least several basic criteria which are originated from the norms of overseas 
art house cinema circuits: 1) films are basically low-budget and of modernist which 
are "artistically avant-garde and socially and politically critical.” 丨 2 ) Target 
spectators, as Chris Berry notes, are normally aimed at educated/sophisticated elites, 
103 Yingchi Chu, "The Consumption of Cinema in Contemporary China," in Media in China: 
Consumption, Content and Crisis, ed. Stephanie H. Donald, Michael Keane and Yin Hong (London: 
Routledge Curzon, 2002), 48-50. 
i�4 Chris Berry and Mary Farquhar, China on Screen: Cinema and Nation (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2006), 214. 
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rather than the working or lower c l a s s . 3 ) Dominant aesthetic styles of these films 
tend to "slip steadily toward fixity and silence."'®^ There is an obvious tendency, 
according to Bordwell, for alternative filmmakers to differentiate their works from 
commercial films by employing a highly calm style, while commercial films are 
considered as nothing but composed of scenes that filled with "excessive" violence 
and s e n s a t i o n a l i s m . Laikwan Pang also shows us how alternative young Asian 
filmmakers prefer adopting "Hou's repressed style" to investigate their own 
place-based cultural issues" in opposing "ultra-commercialism of Hong Kong 
cinema." 
For instance, Suzhou River, Summer Palace, East Palace, West Palace, Beijing 
Bicycle and Luxury Car (2006) are some typical art films which are sponsored by 
overseas. In terms of filmic themes, they are all "socially and political critical.，损 
Unlike Hong Kong commercial films or Chinese main melody films, these films 
mainly associate with sensitive issues—such as the June Fourth Tiananmen Incident, 
disparity between the rural and city, homosexuality, prostitution, unemployment and 
i�5 Ibid” 214. 
David Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of Entertainment (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002), 256-257. 
ID7 Ibid., 256-7. 
For instance, Laikwan Pang shows us a more concrete case of the present aesthetic trend of Asian 
alternative filmmakers. On the one hand, she points out how two famed Asian "art" directors Hou 
Hsiao-hsien and Kore'eda Hirokazu have succeeded in facilitating the circulation of their "repressed 
style in presenting the violence" within international film festival circuits. On the other hand, she also 
shows us how alternative young Asian filmmakers make films by adopting "Hou's repressed style." See 
Laikwan Pang, "New Asian Cinema and Its Circulation of Violence," Modern Chinese Literature and 
Culture 17’ no.l (2005): 170-187. 
109 Chris Berry and Mary Farquhar, China on Screen: Cinema and Nation (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2006), 214. 
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labor exploitation, which are either repressed or ignored by the government. In terms 
of filmic styles, rather than purely arousing violence scenes and sensations, most of 
these films tend to employ a realistic or documentary approach in depicting 
predicaments of contemporary Chinese society. 
Considering Jia Zhangke, one can clearly see how conforming his works are in 
satisfying prevailing norms of international film festival circuits. As mentioned before, 
from his early works Xiao Shan Going Home, Xiao Wu, Platform to the latest films 
such as Unknown Pleasure, The World and Still Life (2006), the themes not only share 
a similar critical socio-political perspective with his fellow "Sixth Generation" films, 
his so-called specific "Jia's style" also highly resembles to the calmness style of Hou 
Hsiao-hsien. While Hou, in his City of Sadness (1989), deliberately avoids blatantly 
addressing how the characters Wen Heung and Wen Ching have been involved in the 
Taiwan political suppression of February 28 incident, beaten up, tortured, suppressed, 
arrested and killed by the authority. Similarly in Platform, Jia Zhangke decides to 
address violent scenes very indirectly by using static camerawork and extreme long 
shots so as to prevent exaggerating an "excessive" sensation and violence of the 
scenes. By imitating the calm style of Hou Hsiao-hsien, Jia differentiates his films 
丨 1° For instance, there are some dramatic scenes in the story, but Jia intentionally minimizes the 
excitement and tension it brings. In his film Xiao Shan Going Home, the direct conflict between Xiao 
Shan and his girlfriend could be furious and hysterical. But the director replaces it with silence. The 
scene which Xiao Shan tries to rape a village girl is rather flat and dry since Jia handles it with just a 
single long shot, lacking any effects like zoom in or montage which is expected in common melodrama. 
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successfully from other commercial films which are filled with endless sensations, 
close-ups, fast cutting, montage and violence. 
Such a calm style in representing the disability and subaltern class of the Chinese 
society is praised by many film critics and international viewers since most of them 
have already got used to the repressed style of Hou. '" Ironically, they compliment 
overwhelmingly the artistic achievement of Jia Zhangke without realizing the 
underlying currency of such aesthetic norms. While some may claim that Jia's style 
exemplifies artistic essence of Bazin,"^ some may appreciate humanistic aspiration 
and amateurism of his w o r k s . B u t nearly none of them have examined how his 
Audiences are totally alienated from the excitement, fierce or tension that the characters experience. 
Let's also take Jia's The platform as another example, plenty of middle to long shots are used to record 
and observe scenes with a certain distance. Fixed at a point, the camera follows characters very slowly. 
From the start to the end, we find that director Jia deliberately keeps a distance from the scene to make 
an objective observation or record. In this way, the camera records the whole picture on stage very 
completely rather than exaggerating just a few facial expressions of some actors. This filming approach 
is quite different from techniques of film cut and close up frequently used by other directors. Unlike 
most feature films, director Jia fixes the camera very far away from the main characters in The 
Platform, for example, when Mingliang and Ruijuan are arguing whether they should follow the drama 
company to develop in the South, the camera shoots them at the back instead of a close up which can 
push the emotion to the climax. Jia does not only avoid close up, sometimes he even excludes 
characters from the camera and keeps their voices only. Moreover, the director uses a very long and 
Indirect shot to film the scene when Mingliang is beaten up fiercely at the market place. The camera 
follows Mingliang and his friends to the market, and then stops at an entrance door, leaving Mingliang 
to go into the market and disappears from the screen. At this point, audiences watch passersby at the 
market peacefully like watching a documentary. After a while, audiences hear some noise from a shop 
far away from the camera. Some men run out of that shop in a hurry and then one man, with his head 
bleeding seriously, jumps out to chase them but is stopped by a woman. Only when the camera moves 
closer and closer cam audiences finally recognize Mingliang and his girlfriend. From the noise we 
could imagine how dramatic the fighting is, however, the director chooses to shoot the market far away 
from the fighting site. Other than fighting, Jia often keeps a certain distance and shoots dancing, 
singing, performance, drinking and even quarrel and reunion very objectively. 
‘ ‘ ‘Laikwan Pang, "New Asian Cinema and Its Circulation of Violence," Modem Chinese Literature 
and Culture 17, no.l (2005): 170-187. 
"2 Yingjin Zhang, "Truth, Subjectivity, and Audience in Chinese Independent Film and Video," in 
From Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in Contemporary China, ed. Paul G. 
Pickowicz and Yingjin Zhang (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006)，28. 
113 See "The Urban Generation: Chinese Cinema and Society in Transformation," 
Harvard Film Archive’ 2001, http://hclJiarvard.edu/hfa/films/2001ianfeb/urban.html 
(accessed Feb 9，2007) and Valerie Jaffee, "Every Man a Star: The Ambivalent Cult of 
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works are implicitly contested and shaped by sources of the filmic funding. If we 
further examine funding sources of his early classic Platform, it is no surprise for us 
to see that the film is chiefly financed by a Japanese company called Shozo Ichiyama, 
which is exactly the same company that produced Hou's films: Goodbye South, 
goodbye (1996) and Flowers of Shanghai (1998)“斗 
On the contrary, the local film funding, then, is precisely the oppositional force 
y ( 
in suppressing and erasing the subversiveness of the "Sixth Generation" films. Local 
丨， 
film funding basically comes from either government institutions or state-private joint ; li 
I 
film companies like Huayi Brother Investment Company and Beijing Polybona Film ‘ 
I 
{ I 
Distribution Company. For those who want to receive funding from state approval ‘ 
f 
I 
film institutions, surely they have to fulfill some basic criteria. Some rules are pretty 
clear: 1) films are not allowed to criticize government officials or ideology. 2) Social 
k ！ 
issues should be tackled positively by approved channels. 3) Difficulties encountered 
by characters, relatively speaking, tend to be resolved in a happy or healthy ending 
(da tuan yuan). 4) Dominant filmic style and language of approved films tend to be 
conventional and sentimental; directors are not encouraged to undertake any highly 
subversive or avant-garde artistic exploration if they truly want to work within official 
Amateur art in New Chinese Documentaries," in From Underground to Independent: 
Alternative Film Culture in Contemporary China, ed. Paul G. Pickowicz and Yingjin 
Zhang (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & LittlefieM，2006), 79-84. 
"4 Michael Berry, Speaking in images: interviews with contemporary Chinese filmmakers (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2005), 196. 
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studios or receive an authorized permission to publicly screen their films. 
To better illustrate this phenomenon, we can compare Zhang Yang with Jia 
Zhangke. As one of the famous "Sixth Generation" members, Zhang Yang's films are 
chiefly sponsored by official institutions, such as Xi'an Film Studio, Beijing Film 
Studio and China Film Group Corporation."^ His films exemplify a key model of 
state-financed "Sixth Generation" films in relation to those overseas-invested "Sixth 
Generation" "art" films. 
Zhang Yang's films do not have any "pessimistic" and socially critical 
perspective. Unlike pessimistic narratives of Jia's films, Zhang Yang tends to adopt a 
positive angle to tackle social problems and his narratives always end in a warm and 
hopeful way. As in Shower, although the film depicts how the businessman Da Ming, 
the elder son of an old bathhouse owner, has been alienated by capitalist ideology 
after starting his career in the special economic zone of Shenzhen, after visiting his 
old home at Beijing as well as facing the threat of the demolition of his father's 
bathhouse in the name of social progress, Da Ming starts to cherish values of the old 
community, and is deeply impressed by traditional "wisdom" of his father. 
Similarly, dealing with the story of a young painter Xiang Yang, Sunflower 
"5 "Introduction to Chinese Film Group Corporation," Chinese Film Group 
Corporation, February 4， 2007， 
http://www.chinafilm.com/gzzv/index image/20070204/2110.html 
(accessed Feb 9，2007). 
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(2005), a state- private joint production financed by Ming production and Beijng Film 
Studio, tends to positively narrate how the rebellious protagonist grows up. Xiang 
Yang refused to obey his father to practice drawing when he was young. Later, he 
becomes a successful painter with a deep appreciation of his father's teaching. This 
ending highly contrasts with the pessimistic themes of other "Sixth Generation" films, 
which chiefly focus on dealing with hopeless predicaments of modernization as well 
as alienated lives of the marginal class like unemployed workers, pathetic youths, 
prostitutes, new immigrants as well as sexual minorities in an opposite way. 
How "Independent" are the "Sixth Generation" Filmmakers? 
As shown above, while the "underground" "Sixth Generation" films are chiefly 
produced for satisfying the "aesthetic taste" of overseas film festivals and exhibitions, 
the commercialized "Sixth Generation" films are largely made to serve local market. 
According to such obviously contradictory cinematic styles and themes, perhaps one 
should ask: instead of keep using the term "Sixth Generation," can we clearly define 
the former as Chinese "underground/independent" films and the latter as commercial 
genre or Chinese mainstream films? Is the boundary between these so called 
"underground/independent" films and authorized mainstream films clear cut? 
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Indeed, the Chinese notion of "independent" filmmaker is highly different from 
the western one, as the latter is chiefly considered as those who work outside 
commercial institutions with a very strong and clear-cut subversive vision against 
hegemonic ideologies shown in commercial films or Hollywood blockbuster. ‘ 
Unlike an antagonistic and autonomous principle of western independent film 
movements such as the U.S. 60s beat movement and structure movement,"^ some 
so-called "subversive" "Sixth Generation" filmmakers not only do not isolate 
themselves from official studios or commercial film industry, but also welcome 
collaboration with government institutions. Many "independent" "Sixth Generation" 
filmmakers embank a different career trajectory. They continue to make subversive 
films with funding from overseas art house cinema circuits, while they also welcome 
any opportunity to make commercial films within official studios or state and private 
joint-venture. 
Take the case of Zhang Yuan as an example. He, on the one hand, used to make 
the most subversive texts in dealing with social taboos such as homosexuality, 
aftermath of the June-Fourth military crackdown, alienated life of urban rebels and 
subaltern class and the like. But on the other hand, in his latest commercial genres 
"6 Wheeler W. Dixon and Gwendolyn A. Foster, "Introduction: Toward a New History of the 
Experimental Cinema," in Experimental Cinema, the Film Reader, ed. Wheeler W. Dixon and 
Gwendolyn A. Foster (London: Routledge, 2002)，2-5. 
117 Ibid.，2-5. 
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such as I Love You, Green Tea, Seventeen Years (1999) as well as Little Red Flowers 
(2006), he no longer continues his former subversive filmic explorations but aims at 
satisfying the dominant political ideology and commercial norms of the local film 
industry instead. 
Similarly, having made the classical artistic experiment work Suzhou River and 
the political sensitive text Summer Palace, Lou Ye, who is assumed to be one of the 
most "independent" subversive filmmakers, also made the commercial genre Purple 
Butterfly (2003) by working within the official studio. Ranging from the "Sixth 
Generation" feature film directors such as Jia Jiangke, Wong Xiaoshuai, Jiang Wen as 
well as Zhang Ming, to the "Sixth Generation" documentary filmmakers such as Wu 
Wenguang, Duan Jinchuan, Jiang Yue, all of them have worked both outside or within 
government institutions. Instead of simply making subversive statements, most of 
them are willing to make compromise to censorship and to receive funding from 
1 1 n 
official studios or official television stations. 
One can no longer clearly define commonalties of the current "Sixth Generation" 
directors by simply essentializing them to any form of specific pre-given structure or 
style. In fact, as we can see, both the cinematic styles and themes of the directors are 
closely related to the surrounding socio-political environment as well as underlying 
‘18 Xinyu Lu, Ji lu Zhongguo: dang dai Zhongguo xin ji lu yun dong (Recording China: Contemporary 
New Chinese documentary movement) (Beijing: Sheng huo, du shu, xin zhi san Han shu dian, 2003), 
16-22. 
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power struggles among different institutions. Any claim that seeks to construct a 
coherent, unchanging and a "single horizon of objectivity" of the "Sixth Generation" 
films is, as Foucault puts it, "no more than a false unity."' 
Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (London: New York: Routledge, 2003)，36-38. 
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Chapter 4 Examining Subversive Functions of the Naming of "Sixth 
Generation" 
Political Subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" Directors and Its Relation with 
the Event 
If the very commonalties of the "Sixth Generation" directors, according to our 
previous analysis, are always contested, heterogeneous, discursively constituted and 
changeable, then, is it still possible for us to search for a collective subjectivity and 
agency of the "Sixth Generation" directors within such diversified and incoherent 
identities? Why can't we define them as a group of "Fifth Generation" directors with 
"new" cinematic style and theme? 
I find the Foucauldian method still not sufficient enough in fully capturing the 
complicated formation of subjectivation of the "Sixth Generation" directors. While 
the Foucauldian analysis concentrates on discussing how a subject identity is 
tentatively constituted through networks of disciplinary power and surrounding social 
structures, such deconstructive approach tends to over privilege the domination of 
underlying discursive power structures and without clearly mentioning what the basic 
ground of an autonomous identity of a subject is, and its sources for independent 
resistance. The Foucauldian method does help us sorting out the very contesting 
8 6 
nature and non-substantial identity of the "Sixth Generation" directors, and to 
understand how the very naming of "Sixth Generation" is constituted and circulated 
among different interpreters and power structures. But when further tackling the issue 
of a collective subjectivity and agency of the directors, I find that such methodology 
unable to fully answer questions regarding key differences between the subjectivity of 
the "Fifth Generation" directors and "Sixth Generation" directors, as well as the very 
political functions of the "Sixth Generation" directors themselves. As Jameson 
demonstrates in his essay, there is an obviously totalized and apolitical tendency 
within the theoretical framework of the Foucauldian analysis: readers will become 
more powerless after embedded in the totalizing logic of the Foucauldian model 
whose "impulses of negation and revolt, not to speak of those social transformation, 
are increasingly perceived as vain and trivial in the face of the [Foucauldian] model 
itself.’，That is why if we want to further investigate the agency of a subject, we 
should search for a dominant cultural pattern of the "Sixth Generation" directors, 
rather than falling back "into a view of present history as sheer heterogeneity, random 
difference, a coexistence of a host of distinct forces whose affectivity is 
undecidable.，’i2i General norms about the "Sixth Generation" directors contribute to 
better measure and assess the genuine difference between the "Sixth Generation" 
120 Fredric Jameson, "Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism," in Postmodernism: A 
reader, ed. Thomas Docherty (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 66. 
121 Ibid., 66. 
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filmmakers and "Fifth Generation" filmmakers, and we can realize how the "historical 
rupture" of the "Sixth Generation" directors takes place. Rather than seeing the "Sixth 
Generation" as group of filmmakers who have been completely constituted by power 
with no sense of self agency, I will keep projecting some dominant cultural patterns of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors in order to reflect more adequately on the subversive 
identity of the "Sixth Generation" directors and their sources of independent 
resistance. 
But three sets of questions emerge here: first, what are the dominant cultural 
patterns of the "Sixth Generation" directors? How can we search for a "general sense" 
of the new subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" directors among such contested, 
non-substantial and changeable subject identities? 
Second, how and when does the "historical rupture" of the "Sixth Generation" 
director take place? Is there an obvious break between the "Sixth Generation" and 
"Fifth Generation" directors? If so, why? 
Third, what kind of theoretical framework should we adopt, since the 
Foucauldian method is not useful enough in tackling the problem of the agency of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors as well as it specific subject formation? 
In fact, other than the Foucauldian method, there are also several important ways 
8 8 
to precise the formation process of a subject. Among investigations of a 
"non-substantial" subject formation, I find one particular theoretical examination of 
the subject formation, which is originated and advocated by the French philosopher 
Alain Badiou, is highly fruitful and relevant to my project. Its analysis of the 
relationship between the subject and event is especially helpful in resolving the 
problem of the agency of the “Sixth Generation" directors which the Foucauldian 
method fails to comprehend. 
Unlike the Foucauldian analysis which merely focuses on emphasizing how the 
subject is passively constituted by or subject to the surrounding power dominations, 
Badiou stresses how the agency of the subject may actively occur during the process 
of subject formation. On the one hand, both Badiou and Foucault agree that it is 
impossible to search for a substantial, transparent and fully self-consciousness subject 
that can initiate an action in an autonomous manner. But on the other hand, Badiou 
goes beyond the totalized tendency of the Foucauldian analysis and argues that the 
subject chiefly emerges "through an autonomous chain of action within a changing 
122 For instance, Derrida proposes that the subject is nothing but a perpetual movement of translation. 
It is located not inside or at the centre of the subject itself; instead, as Derrida agues, the subject chiefly 
functions as a part of the language system and is subjected to external interpretations imposing upon it; 
See Tony Myers, Slavoj Zizek (London, New York: Routledge, 2003)，35-43. For Althusser, a subject is 
chiefly constituted through interpellation. It is the ideodoloical state apparatus that name, hail, and 
address a "unified" subject, rather than the subject determines its own autonomous decision. See Judith 
Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 1997)，95-96. From the Lacanian perspective, a "coherent" subject is equally regarded as an 
empty position locating within the symbolic order, in which social norms install the very meaning of 
the subject through the language system (Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, 86-87). 
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situation" and can play an active role for new creations. A subject is neither an 
unchanging result, nor an empty void, nor a sense of experience which serves for 
transcendental function.'^'' Rather, a human being can become subject only when one 
is acting with fidelity "to a chance encounter with an event which disrupts the 
situation they find themselves in."'^^ That is, a subject occurs only when one can act 
with fidelity to an event, make extraordinary decisions and actions which isolate one 
from their context, and end up being a "free agent that supports new chains or actions 
and reactions.” 126 So, the very meaning of the event itself, in Badiou sense, is not 
simply an objectified and knowledgeable historical fact. Instead, what is called an 
event is chiefly determined by its undecidability. As Badiou says, "If it is possible to 
decide, using the rules of established knowledge, whether this statement is true or 
false, then the so-called event is not an event. Its occurrence would be calculable 
within the situation."'^^ Rather, an event takes place only when “it is something 
which I can neither evaluate, nor demonstrate, but to which I shall be faithful...a 
subject is what fixes an undecidable event, because he or she takes the chance of 
deciding upon it."'^^ In this sense, for Badiou, not every human being can become a 
Alain Badiou, Infinite Thought: Truth and the Return to Philosophy ( London, New York: 
Continuum, 2003), 5. 
124 Alain Badiou, Being and Event ( London, New York: Continuum, 2005)，391-392. 
125 Alain Badiou, Infinite Thought: Truth and the Return to Philosophy ( London, New York: 
Continuum, 2003)，5. 
126 Ibid., 5-6. 
127 Ibid., 46. 
128 Ibid., 46-47. 
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subject, and not all everyday actions or decisions can provide evidence of agency. It 
happens only when one encounters, not communicates, with an undecidable event and 
act with fidelity to an event “in an entirely different m a n n e r " i n his/her ordinary 
way of living. Then, the event in turn compels him/her to decide a new way of being 
and it is also a possibility of liberation which supplements the subject being to be 
closer to the infinitive truth process, and creates a "real break in the specific order." 
It can be illustrated as Sophocles in the Greek tragedy responding to the event of 
A e s c h y l u s , Lenin created Bolshevism as a result of the October revolution, 
Galileo's creation of physics, Hyaydn's invention of the classical musical style as well 
as the invention of the twelve-tone scale by Schonenberg, and so on.'^^ 
In this way, I find that the idea of Badiou does give us a very helpful tool to 
further understand the formation process of the subjectivity of the “Sixth Generation" 
directors. My previous analysis mainly focuses on discussing/deconstructing the 
passive construction of a "unified" identity of the "Sixth Generation" directors by 
surrounding institutions, here, by further applying the concepts of Badiou, I find that 
the key driving force in disrupting the very subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" 
129 Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil ( London, New York: Verso, 2001), 
42. 
Ibid.，41-43. 
131 Alain Badiou, Infinite Thought: Truth and the Return to Philosophy (London, New York: 
Continuum, 2003), 47-48. 
Alain Badiou, Being and Event (London, New York: Continuum, 2005)，393-395. 
Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil (London, New York: Verso, 2001), 
41-43. 
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directors from their “Fifth Generation" predecessors is chiefly their fidelity act 
towards specific events. Indeed, other than power domination by the government 
apparatus, direct influences from local commercial film market and native repressive 
discourse, or economic and aesthetic forces from international art house cinema 
circuits and overseas investors, the very subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors, in a Badiouian sense, is largely grounded on the intersection between the 
outbreak of an undecideable event as well as faithful actions of the subject towards 
the event itself. 
As I have mentioned previously, one of the earliest "Sixth Generation" films 
A4aMa, which was directed by Zhang Yuan, was indeed produced in 1989. Most of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai, Lou Ye, Lu 
Xuechang, Hu Xueyang, Liu Bingjian, Tang Danian, He Jianjun, Wang Quan'an, Li 
Xin, Zhang Ming are a group of new graduates of Beijing Film Academy who started 
making films in around 1989 to 1990. But why is the year of 1989 so special that 
changed the very thematic styles of such newly graduated directors into a totally 
different manner? Why did most of the earliest "Sixth Generation" directors emerge in 
1989 but not 1988 or even earlier? Following the concepts of Badiou, the very 
collective subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" directors is chiefly grounded on their 
134 Ibid.，41-44. 
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specific filmic creations and practices towards the outbreak of an undecideable 
event一the 1989 June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident. It is only after the military 
crackdown of the 1989 student democratic movement that the entirety of Chinese 
social structures and people's perceptions drastically changed: the students' request 
and hope for democratic political reforms had been "subdued and disillusioned."'^^ 
China's hard earned reputation amongst the Western power as a reforming communist 
state had been seriously d a m a g e d . T h e very legitimacy of the Chinese Communist 
Party had plunged into a new nadir and thus "induced" the emergence of the 
subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" directors in opening up their own new 
cinematic experiments that are closely related to specific social conditions of the post-
Tiananmen Incident. 137 
For instance, by further reading early films of the "Sixth Generation" directors, it 
is not difficult to find a commonly shared filmic narrative about post-Tiananmen 
traumatic sentiments. While the "Fifth Generation" directors like Zhang Yimao, Chen 
Kaige and Tian Zhuangzhuang kept making films—such as Raise and the Red lantern. 
Farewell My Concubine and The Blue Kite—to reflect traditional feudal society and 
historical meanings of the Cultural Revolution around 1989, a number of young 
Robert Weartherley, Politics in China since 1949: Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (London, New 
York: Routledge, 2006)，129-132. 
136 Ibid., 132. 
Ibid., 132-133. 
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Chinese filmmakers like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshua and Lou Ye et al started making 
their debut films to explore the alienated urban life and post-Tiananmen traumatic 
sentiments. In their early "Sixth Generation" films, post-Tiananmen feelings like 
despair, disillusion, apathy, anxiety and resentment towards the authority can be easily 
found among the psychological world of filmic characters. But instead of blatantly 
expressing their dissatisfaction towards the authority, most of these new filmmakers 
tend to adopt a non-recognition attitude in depicting the alienated and traumatic lives 
of urban outcasts so as to further differentiate themselves from the "overt 
politicization of the traditional socialist art/media." As in the film like Beijing 
Bastard, although no direct criticism towards the authority is shown throughout the 
narrative, scenes like the tearing down of an "illegal" performance of a rock band by 
the police, the disillusion of a delinquent teenager in seeking for his ex-girlfriend, a 
quarrel among a drunken person and urban youths etc, successfully reveal the 
widespread post-Tiananmen disillusionments among local Beijing citizens from a new 
perspective. 
Likewise, similar to the filmic theme and style of Zhang Yuan, other "Sixth 
Generation" directors like Wang Xiaoshuai, Lou Ye and He Jianjun etc had also made 
138 Jenny Kwokwah Lau, "Globalization and Youthful Subculture: The Chinese Sixth-Generation 
Films at the Dawn of the New Century." in Multiple Modernities: Cinemas and Popular Media in 
Transcultural East Asia, ed. Jenny Kwokwah Lau (Philadelphia, PA : Temple University Press, 2003)， 
24. 
9 4 
The Days, Frozen, Weekend Lover (1995) and Read Beads (1994) in trying to capture 
such post-Tiananmen traumatic sentiments. In The Days, for instance, the film chiefly 
tells a story about how an artist couple has gradually changed from a pair of 
passionate avant-garde painters to the disillusioned divorced, whereas Frozen first 
depicts an artist's reflection on the meaning of life, but the artist then turns out 
disillusioned by his performance art and commits suicide. Also, Weekend Lover tells 
the disillusion of a group of youth in forming a rock and roll band under the hardship 
of the social reality; whereas in Read Beads, the film depicts how a group of artist has 
been imprisoned in an asylum owing to their "madness" behaviors. Most filmic 
characters share similar traumatic experiences in facing the paradox between the 
Utopia goals on one hand, and the brutal reality on the other, and such collective 
trauma could be seen as related to the specific socio-political context after the 1989 
June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident. 
In this regard, while most critics and film historians incline to "objectively" 
differentiate the "Sixth Generation" directors and "Sixth Generation" merely in terms 
of filmic themes, styles and personal background, they indeed fail to examine the 
relationship between the decisive "break" and a specific social structure and 
unexpected event. In fact, the reason why the "Sixth Generation" directors decided to 
make their "new" films outside the official studio is not simply an objectified 
9 5 
historical fact or stylistic change. Rather, to put it in Badiouian terms, it is only when 
such new filmmakers encounter the undecideable event一the 1989 June-Fourth 
Tiananmen Incident—that they make films faithfully related to the event from a 
totally new perspective. Then, the directors can finally be “a free agent that supports 
new chains or actions and reactions,"'^^as well as to create a "real break" in 
differentiating themselves from the "Fifth Generation" directors. Also, together with 
the changing influences from the specific socio-political structure followed by the 
Tiananmen Incident, the surrounding context also facilitated the "dominant trend" of 
the "Sixth Generation" directors in a specific new way. The June-Fourth Tiananmen 
Incident had not only "induced" the "Sixth Generation" directors in pursuing their 
new experiments domestically; the incident had also globally shocked the Western 
people and thus encouraged Western direct economic and technical support to the 
relatively amateur "Sixth Generation" directors for a political reason. Hence, if there 
is no military crackdown of the student democratic movement which took place in 
1989, it is least likely that the "subjectivity" of the "Sixth Generation" directors could 
emerge in the present way. 
139 Alain Badiou, Infinite Thought: Truth and the Return to Philosophy ( London, New York: 
Continuum, 2003)，5. 
Robert Weartherley, Politics in China since 1949: Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (London, New 
York: Routledge, 2006)，132. 
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The Split Subject of the "Sixth Generation" Directors 
But soon after the initial embodiment of a collective identity of the "Sixth 
Generation" directors followed by the Tiananmen Incident, it is obvious that such 
collective subjectivity of the directors can still hardly be consolidated when facing 
direct influences from different power apparatuses. As we have previously discussed 
in chapter three, there are some major thematic and stylistic changes among the 
current "Sixth Generation" d i r e c t o r s . � To further identify such prominently 
commercialized and diversified trends among the current "Sixth Generation" directors, 
perhaps one should ask: if the present composition of the "Sixth Generation" directors 
includes not only directors who act with fidelity towards an unexpected event—the 
June Fourth Tiananmen Incident, but also new filmmakers with diversified styles and 
themes, then, why should we keep defining them in the name of "Sixth Generation" 
" “ 1 ) The cinematic concerns of the younger "Sixth Generation" directors like Jia Jiangke, Wang Chao, 
Wang Guangli are different from the early works of the "Sixth Generation" directors like Zhang Yuan, 
Wang Xiaoxhuai and Lou Ye. While the early "Sixth Generation" films such as Beijing Bastard, The 
Days, Frozen, and Dirt commonly focus on depicting sychological anxiety, boredom and anger of 
alienated urban outcasts like young artists, rebel youths and rock n roll musicians. These "new" "Sixth 
Generation" films such as Xiao Shan Going Home, Xiao Wu, Platform, The Orphan of Anyang, Heng 
Shu Heng and Still Life�on the contrary, have extended their cinematic scope from alienated stories of 
urban youths to the everyday lives of urban subaltern classes like migrant workers, the unemployed, 
miner workers as well as prostitutes etc. 2)，Other than such realist trend and thematic change, there is 
also an obvious commercial turn among the current "Sixth Generation" directors. As I have mentioned, 
owing to direct interventions from the native populist discourse and the state, the latest films of those 
more "matured" "Sixth Generation" directors like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoxhuai, Guan Hu and Lu 
Xuechang are no longer merely made outside official institutions with highly subversive narratives. 
Instead, most of the films they made are normally commercialized and depoliticized to serve local 
cinematic market. 3) Not only has the style of directors changed, a group of new commercial genre 
directors like Zhang Yang, Huo Jianqi and Shi Runjiu has also incorporated into the composition of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors, meaning that the subversive signification of the term "Sixth Generation" 
has been further eroded. See chapter two and three for details. 
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but not something else? Second, as we have mentioned, since the collective identity of 
the directors tends to be contested, non-substantial and changeable, is it still possible 
for us to further understand the specificity and subjectivity of the "Sixth Generation" 
directors by using the specific analytical framework of "Generation"? 
According to Badiou, the emergence of a new term largely results from an 
intersection between a subject formation and "truth-event" process.^42 For him, a new 
name or new term is not simply an objectified fact or knowledgeable referent or 
"content-free" s i g n i f i e r . W h a t makes a term new is chiefly its ability in the 
“realization of an indiscernible."''^'^ If a term can be fully explained within the current 
language system, then, there is nothing new of the term but a repetition of the former 
knowledge. It is only when a subject wants to fix his/her subjectivity within a new 
situation as well as to make sense about the indiscernible meaning of the event itself, 
he/she has to create new terms or articulate the "established significations" from new 
perspectives. 145 Just as Lenin created/displaced the meaning of "party," "faith" and 
"politics" for the sake of his revolution project, Cantor created "sets," "ordinal" and 
"cardinals" for his mathematic discovery'46 as well as Galileo created new law in 
establishing his new physics; Badiou believes that a new term not only functions as a 
142 Alain Badiou, Being and Event (London, New York: Continuum, 2005)，396-406. 
143 Ibid., 398. 
144 Ibid., 396-400. 
145 Ibid., 399. 
146 Ibid.，397. 
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new challenge to repetition of the previous linear knowledge system, but also helps 
the subject in fulfilling/approaching the uncompleted mission as well as the 
"indiscernible truth," he puts it this way: 
It is absolutely necessary to abandon any definition of the subject which 
supposes that it knows the truth....the names used by a subject- who supports 
the local configuration of a generic truth- do not, in general, have a referent 
in the situation...These are words which do designated terms, but terms 
which 'will have been' presented in a new situation: the one which results 
from the addition to the situation of a truth (an indiscernible) of that 
situation. 147 
Hence, from this Badiouian perspective, it is obvious that no matter how 
dramatic the present change of subjectivity of the current "Sixth Generation" directors 
is, it is still incapable of fully consolidating a brand new collective subjectivity to 
disrupt the early subversive identity. I suggest that recent cinematic practices of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors largely connect to or inherit from early texts of the 
"Sixth Generation" directors in terms of theme and style. Most of the present 
"diversified" "Sixth Generation" directors are still deeply affected by the legacy of the 
June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident. There is not yet any new unexpected event powerful 
147 Ibid., 397-8. 
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enough to "induce" a group of new subjects to create their own peculiar filmic 
languages. As political scientist Pei Minxin demonstrates that the present conditions 
of Chinese society is far from having an "awe-inspiring economic growth and 
progress," and it is indeed still deeply influenced by the event o f � 8 9 Tiananmen 
Incident in many significant ways.'"*^ A lot of current social problems such as 
pervasive official corruption, widening gap between the rural and urban and social 
inequality are indeed all originated from the "breakdown of the mechanisms of 
political a c c o i m t a b i l i t y ’ ， i 4 9 after the military crackdown of t h e � 8 9 Tiananmen student 
democratic movement. 
As Pei further points out in his book, China's Trapped Transition: the Limit of 
Developmental Autocracy, although the military crackdown of the 1989 student 
democratic movement and the short-term success of economic marketization provide 
the ruling elite with more resources to preserve the status quo and stave off 
democratization, the lack of progress in political reforms after t h e � 8 9 Tiananmen 
Incident has not only "highlighted the stagnation of China's autocratic polity vis-a-vis 
its fast-changing economy and society, but undermined the regime's ability to 
maintain effective g o v e r n a n c e . " F i r s t , as Pei mentions, because the political reform 
148 Minxin Pei, China's Trapped Transition: the Limits of Developmental Autocracy (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2006), 206-210. 
149 Ibid., 206-210. 
150 Ibid.. 12. 
1 0 0 
is far lagged behind the economic system, it leads to pervasive corruption and 
collusion among ruling elites. A rough estimate of the total costs of corruption range 
from 4-17 percent of GDP—a substantial amount of resources was strained away 
from public coffers into private pockets.'^' However, ruling elites are unaccountable 
and immune from punishment for wrongdoing. Consequently, corrupt practices of the 
CCP officials reduce the effectiveness of affected state agencies, raise the level of 
systematic risks, and directly contribute to a rising socioeconomic inequality and in 
returns resulting in social d i s c o n t e n t . S e c o n d , other than the problems of rampant 
official corruption, market and regime transitions after 1989 unleash forces that 
contribute to the erosion of state capacity. The phenomenon of zhengling 
buchangor ineffectual government directives—is widely reported within Chinese 
media. It includes defiances of central government laws and practices by local 
authorities, the practice of local protectionism and the willful violation of laws and 
regulations by local officials. '" Third, apart from the deterioration of state capacity, 
the CCP's resistance to democratic reforms after 1989 has also led to growing 
imbalances in society and polity. According to Pei, such imbalances refer to rising 
inequalities (socio-economic, regional, and urban-rural), erosions of values, growing 
tensions between the ruling elite and the masses, and increasing marginalizations of 
151 Ibid., 12. 
152 Ibid., 12-13. 
Ibid., 13-14. 
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disadvantaged groups, such as workers, peasants, and migrant laborers.'54 As a result, 
Pei believes that the present stage of the Chinese government has undergone a 
"critical transformation" and evolved into a "decentralized predatory s t a t e . " T h i s 
state is characterized by administrative decentralization and predation, heightened 
social tensions, low political accountability and pervasive official corruption. 
Likewise, similar to the observation of Pei, scholars such as David Mason, 
Jonathan Clements and Hofung Hung et al also agree that current social problems of 
Chinese society are deeply connected to the event of '89 June Fourth Tiananmen 
Incident. For Mason and Clements, it may appear that the present CCP government on 
the surface has "recovered quickly from the domestic trauma and the international 
opprobrium brought on by Tiananmen S q u a r e . " W i t h 1992 Deng Xiaoping's 
southern tour, it seems that Chinese economy quickly "resumed its remarkable record 
of growth and diversification." But beneath the surface of the current impressive 
macroeconomic growth, the post-Tiananmen economic reforms have indeed 
intensified popular unrest and redefined social strata of Chinese society in a more 
154 Ibid., 14-15. 
I" Ibid., 131-135. 
156 Ibid.，206-210. 
I" Mason, T. David and Jonathan Clement, "Tiananmen Square Thirteen Year After: The prospect for 
Civil Unrest in China," Asian Affairs, An American Review 29，no. 3 (2002): 165-167. 
158 "After Deng's southern tour of 1992，his pre-eminence in policymaking was restored, and his 
reform agenda was put back on track. The economy quickly resumed its remarkable record of growth 
and diversification. The Chinese state returned to 'business as usual' as far as attracting foreign 
investment is concerned, and China's major trading partners soon grew silent on the need for sanctions 
of any sort in response to the repression of dissent." See Mason, T. David and Jonathan Clement, 
"Tiananmen Square Thirteen Year After: The prospect for Civil Unrest in China," Asian Affairs, An 
American Revie, 29’ no. 3 (2002): 165-167. 
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complex way. Such changes in patterns of state-society relations, as Mason and 
Clements further note, could "engender new sources of grievance on the part of 
students and workers, new mobilizing structures to initiate and sustain collective 
action, and new opportunities for dissidents to mobilize collective action against the 
party/state.” 159 So, although there is no any national protest movement comparable to 
1989 in the present stage, it does not mean that China has been free from turmoil. In 
fact, according to scholars like Weatherley, Lewis, Xue，Hung, Mason and Clements, 
however successful the CCP government has been suppressing local grievances and 
grass-root protests after 1989，the state has still been "confronted by an array of 
pressing economic difficulties which have grown out of the economic reform 
p r o c e s s . " 160 For instance, among different challenges to the CCP government, the 
rural unrest and poverty, as Mason, Lewis and Xue el at demonstrate, have posed the 
biggest danger to the "stability" of the authoritative CCP government. Owing to an 
urban-orientated development strategy after 1989,'^' the gap between urban and rural 
has widened. Incomes of urban population surge drastically ahead of those in the 
159 Ibid., 165-168. 
160 Robert Weartherley, Politics in China since 1949: Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (London, New 
York: Routledge, 2006)，143. 
161 As Mason and Clements note, "....Party's social control strategy was a series of policy decisions 
that had the effect of transferring financial resources from the rural sector to the urban economy. After 
the 1986 demonstrations, the CCP leadership feared that urban workers would become so concerned 
with inflation that they would form a coalition with dissident intellectuals and challenge the authority 
of the regime. That is precisely what happened in 1989. To prevent such an eventuality, the state began 
adopting policies designed to combat inflation in basic food commodities. Those policies transferred 
income from the countryside to the city. The result was stagnation of rural incomes and living 
standards." See Mason, T. David and Jonathan Clement, "Tiananmen Square Thirteen Year After: The 
prospect for Civil Unrest in China," Asian Affairs, An American Review 29, no. 3 (2002): 165-167. 
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interior village. Alongside with local corruption and illegal taxes in rural areas, 
most peasants suffer from excessive exaction by the local township government, 
and it is estimated that at least six million rural workers become unemployed per 
year.丨 64 As a result, violent protest erupts when aggrieved peasants witness overtly 
extravagant consumption by corrupt officials. In May 1997，over half a million 
peasants staged simultaneous demonstrations and riots in more than 50 rural countries 
like Hubei, Jiangxi, Huanan and Anhui provinces. Massive levels of 
unemployment in rural area have also led to “a growth in migration as peasants move 
to urban areas in search of work (known as the 'floating population')." In the end, 
as Weartherley further points out, "most of these people lack the training, education 
and residents' permits needed to compete for work in the cities and spend much of 
their time simply drifting from city and city."'^^ This thus in turn sharpens social 
contradictions and tension between urban and rural. 
While unrests in rural areas remain largely unchecked, the re-implementing and 
deepening of market-oriented policies after the '89 Tiananmen Incident and 1992 
Deng's southern tour have also driven thousands of state-owned enterprises (SOE) to 
162 Lewis, John W. and Xue Litai, "Social Change and Political Reform in China: Meeting the 
Challenge of Success," The China Quarterly 176 (2003): 929-932. 
163 Sylvia Chan, "Political Reform in Rural China," in Challenges and Policy Programmers of China's 
New Leadership, ed. Joseph Y.S. Cheng (Hong Kong: City University of Hong Kong Press, 2007), 85. 
Robert Weartherley, Politics in China since 1949: Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (London, New 
York: Routledge, 2006), 147. 
165 Ibid., 145-146. 
166 Ibid., 147. 
167 Ibid.，147. 
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close at the cost of millions of jobs in urban area. As Lewis and Xue explain, many 
laid-off workers are offered one-off compensation without pensions or welfare 
protection, and "ten of millions of workers in run-down and antiquated plants across 
the nation have had their wages cut or ' p o s t p o n e d ' . " A s a result, a list of 
grievances grows: "redundant workers barely subsisting on a tiny monthly allowance, 
lost benefits when plants go bankrupt, corrupt plan officers profiteering while their 
laid-off workers sink deep into poverty, and unresponsive urban leaders hostile to the 
workers' plight." Rather than successfully resolving social grievances and 
discontents originated in the June-Fourth Trainmen Incident, the social structure of the 
post-Tiananmen China today is still far from ideal; there are still far too many people 
in the lower social strata, while the upper-middle class are too s m a l l . W o r s t still, 
without major political and democratic reform after 1989，Hofung Hung points out 
that the CCP government has already lost a precious chance to resolve her internal 
social crises. Hung clarifies that the military crackdown of the democratic movement 
in 1989 is hardly able to bring a lasting "stability" to the CCP government and society, 
yet it also serves as an effective means for corrupted local officials to suppress social 
168 Lewis, John W. and Xue Litai, "Social Change and Political Reform in China: Meeting the 
Challenge of Success," The China Quarterly 176 (2003): 930-931. 
169 Ibid., 930-931. 
17° Joseph Y. S, Cheng, "Introduction: Economic Growth and New Challenges," in Challenges and 
Policy Programmers of China's New Leadership, ed. Joseph Y.S, Cheng (Hong Kong: City University 
of Hong Kong Press, 2007)，19-23. 
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protests and "rightful resistance" from social disadvantaged groups,'^' thus deepens 
social contradictions and inequalities between the rich and poor. 
I would argue that most of the current "Sixth Generation" directors are still 
living in the post '89 Tiananmen social context, and yet there is not another 
"unpredictable event" powerful enough to "induce" the appearance of another new 
subjectivity among them.'72 The following will illustrate the relationship between the 
specific context of the post '89 Tiananmen Chinese society and the identity changes 
of those "new" "Sixth Generation" directors, and I propose that that the legacy of the 
'89 Tiananmen Incident, to a very large extent, play a decisive role in shaping 
"subversive" trends of the "Sixth Generation" directors into certain similar patterns. 
Just take a glance on the latest works of the "Sixth Generation" directors like Jia 
Zhangke, Li Yang, Wang Chao and Wang Guangli, it is well known that dominant 
themes of these new subversive texts primarily focus on revealing dilemmas and dark 
sides of the post-Tiananmen Chinese society: in Xiao Shan Going Home, for instance, 
the story chiefly concentrates on a loss of traditional values in fast-growing capitalist 
China. Nowadays, people do not treasure family reunion at the Lunar New Year as 
they did in the past. That is why Siu Shan, a migrant labor working in the city, has 
171 Hofting Hung, “Mei You Zhen Ya Mei You Jin Tian Fan Rong? Zhong Guo Fa Zhan de Dai Jia (No 
Repression, No Prosperity? The Cost of Chinese Development)," Mingpao, June 05，2006，Forum 
section, CI2. 
172 Alain Badiou, Being and Event (London, New York: Continuum, 2005), 45-47. 
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been mocked by his urban fellows when he insists to go home during the New Year 
holidays. 
Like Xiao Shan Going Home, Xiao Wu also reveals core features of the capitalist 
world. There is no more justice, dignity as well as morality in today's Chinese 
capitalist society. Money speaks. Xiao Wu, a thief living in a small town, does not 
come from a very good background. All his friends and family despise him not 
because he steals but because he is caught. It is so ironic that all of Xiao Wu's friends 
come from similar background. The only difference is that they finally become rich. A 
smuggler becomes a model entrepreneur while a prostitute turns into an elegant upper 
class lady. It seems that once one get rich, one's dark and inglorious sides will never 
re-appear. 
Similar to the migrant laborers in Xiao Shan Going Home and the thief in Xiao 
Wu, characters in other "Sixth Generation" films such as The Platform, The Unknown 
Pleasure, The World, Still Life, Beijing Bicycle, Luxury Car, City's Paradise The 
Orphan of Anyang, Seafood, Go for Broke, Jiang Hu: Life on the Road (1999) and 
Blind Shaft are typical marginalized people in the booming city. For instance, The 
Platform works on the dilemma between traditional Chinese family values and 
i n d i v i d u a l i s m o f the west;""^ The Unknown Pleasure'Blind Shaft and The 
173 The Platform tackles the paradox between traditional Chinese feudalism versus western 
individualism. In the first half of the film, we see the conflict of a pair of lovers, Cui Mingliang and Yin 
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World丨 76 record the helplessness of common people facing a rapid economic boom 
and rising commodity fetishism in modem China; Still Life presents us how migrant 
workers San Ming and Chen Hong travel a long distance to look for their spouse who 
Ruijuan. Working for a drama association, Cui Mingliang is very enthusiastic about the western culture 
and music. We see him asking his mum to make a pair of bell-bottom trousers for him; and he shows 
great interest in a hi-fi and guitar that his friend brought from the south. In the opposite, his girlfriend, 
Yin Ruijuan, is a very typical Chinese girl grown up in a very traditional patriarchal family and always 
putts family on her top priority. When Cui Mingliang decides to follow a drama company to develop 
career in the southern China, Yin Ruijuan chooses to stay in the village and serves her family. While 
Cui Mingliang and Yin Ruijuan are forced apart by the conflict between western ideas and traditional 
Chinese values, another pair of lovers, Zhang Jun and Zhong Ping discards all traditional values and 
embrace the western values wholeheartedly. Unlike Cui and Yin, they go to the south together without 
any hesitation. But in the end, the western individualism brings along a heartbreaking abortion and 
breaking up. In fact, the south is not as dizzying and glamorous as people thought; both Mingliang and 
Zhang Jun are tired of wandering in the south before they can stay for a very long time. Mingliang 
returns home finally and marries Ruijuan satisfyingly, leaving the lover of western culture Zhang to go 
home alone. The ending of these two couples somehow shows the suspicion of director Jia towards an 
overheating westernization nowadays. 
174 Follow the theme of The Platform, The Unknown Pleasure moves one step further to reveal the 
helplessness of ordinary people facing the rapid economic boom. Minglian in The Platform is lucky 
because in the end he can return home and get married with Ruijuan when he realizes and finally gets 
tired of the cruelty and illusion of capitalism. However characters in The Unknown Pleasure, Xiao Qi 
and Bin Bin, do not get the same luck. Characters in this film find it hard to stay peaceful in a rapid 
economic development. Under the dilemma of post-capitalism and globalization, they are forced to live 
in the periphery and bottom of society. Without any power or skills to strive in capitalist society, to 
"escape" seems the only way out. After dumped by his girlfriend, Bin Bin dreams that he is a hero who 
has super magic power in an old fiction. Xiao Qi dreams to be a butterfly dancing freely with Qiao 
Qaio in nature. Even Bin Bin's mother, a traditional pillar of family, indulges herself into Falun Dafa 
after being laid off by a factory. In order to relieve their hardship, Bin Bin and Xiao Qi find no way out 
but to rob a bank. This illegal plot ends tragically of course, but it is quite significant to reveal the 
film's theme. Bin Bin is caught by the police and put into jail. In the cell, he is forced to sing a very 
popular song at that time, "The Unknown Pleasure." It is extremely ironic for him to sing such a song 
which talks about how free and relieved one Chinese philosopher, Lao Zhuang, experiences, while he is 
in chain. Even though Xiao Qi manages to escape for the time being, his motorbike breaks down in the 
middle of the highway. The camera leaves him there and moves on, as if he is dumped by the fast 
moving capitalist world. 
175 In Blind Shaft�director Li Yang dares to draw our attention to the most bottom and darkest side of 
mining with a very detailed and realistic approach. Setting in the north-southern China, the film tells a 
story about two miners, who are migrant workers, murder some young labor and cheat their mine 
owners of their indemnity. Everything goes very smoothly until they meet a young guy called 
Fengming, who is another migrant worker from rural area. Fenming is so innocent and vivid that he 
moves one murderer. Furthermore, the murderers suspect that Fengming's father was one of the victims 
they killed before. Struggling between righteousness and money, to murder or to let go, to be 
cold-blooded or to reserve one's humanity, they fight fiercely and have accidentally killed each other in 
the well. In the end, Fengming does not report their evil act. He just gets their indemnity and watches 
their bodies get burnt calmly. 
176 In the flourishing world in The World, there seems no way out for all characters. Working in a 
miniature of the world in a park, people are like imprisoned under each other's surveillance. Security 
guard Tai Seng and dancer Siu Tao find no way to get rid of each other and the park. There is also a 
mine accident juxtaposed with the main story. Even though the accident happens in main city, it is 
nothing better in rural mountain area. Human life remains so negligible, and capitalists exploit people 
as seriously as elsewhere. 
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work in the s o u t h ; B e i j i n g Bicycle reveals the increasing gap between urban and 
1 " T O 
rural. Trapped in a dead corner, all protagonists share the same fate to face 
capitalist society passively, impotently and powerlessly. People have different stories, 
but they all share the same sets of dilemma: traditional versus modern, villages versus 
cities, family versus personal goal, youth versus grown-up, post-socialism versus 
capital globalization, preservation versus development. Owing to legacies of the event 
of '89 June Fourth Tiananmen Incident, many "subversive" "Sixth Generation" 
Chinese filmmakers focus on exposing unresolved social problems after the 
Tiananmen Incident such as problems of migrant labor, capitalist alienation, division 
between rural and urban, prostitution and rampant official corruption. 
However, while dominant themes of the above "Sixth Generation" directors have 
focused to reveal the dark sides and social dilemmas of the post-Tiananmen Chinese 
context, at the same time, there are also some "non-subversive" new "Sixth 
177 Besides telling the story of San Ming and Chen Hong in Still Life, director Jia also spares a large 
part of the film to show us subtle changes and weird incidents in the submerging Three Gorges town: a 
man lets his wife to be a prostitute, people cheat by playing magic, thousands of villagers' home being 
destroyed and they are forced to exile by the huge construction project. It is so interesting to see Jia 
records both monotonous and unified political slogans from the authority and people's cultural treasure. 
Director puts effort to pin down the true face of the town in the film just like recording some 
documentary. Indeed, homes of local community, city's infrastructure, beauty of natural scenery, local 
life style accumulated in thousands of years, traditional family values and valuable history of the town 
are truly our cultural treasure, however, they must give way to the giant project of Three Gorges Dam. 
178 Beijing Bicycle touches on a very complicated issue of the estrangement and gap between city and 
village. Except a difference in city and village's living standard, there is a deep and fundamental 
difference in living style, people's mindset and culture between city and village. The story relates a a 
story among a bicycle messenger, Gui (Cui Lin), a secondary school boy, Jian ( Li Bin) and one bicycle. 
Coming from rural village, Gui works as a bicycle messenger. He works really hard and then he buys 
himself a new mountain bike, but it is stolen later. Coincidently Jian buys Gui's bicycle in a second 
hand market. This bicycle links the two boys up and we can see two different, if not opposing, culture 
and worldview they represent. 
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Generation" directors like Zhang Yang, Huo Jianqi and Shi Runjiu et al in making 
films regarding the post-Tiananmen Chinese context. In contrast to the "subversive" 
themes of the above "Sixth Generation" directors, most of these "non-subversive" 
new "Sixth Generation" directors work within official studios or joint state-private 
collaborated film companies in making commercial genres. Some "old" subversive 
"Six Generation，，directors like Zhang Yuan, Lu Xuechang and Guan Hu have also 
changed their styles from avant-gardism to commercial sentimentalism. Their 
commercial and de-politicized turn, I argue, is not due to a total isolation from 
legacies of the June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident; but a political product which results 
from the deliberate suppression by the CCP government a f t e r � 8 9 Tiananmen student 
democratic movement. As Arif Dirilik and Xudong Zhang demonstrate, it is only after 
the Tiananmen tragedy of 1989 and the "total release of the market force following 
Deng Xiaoping's 'imperial' visit to the s o u t h " t h a t the CCP government has 
intensified her economic marketization in every segment of society. But other than 
merely strengthening her economic capacity and power, the CCP government also 
sees economic reforms and commercial values as a means to distract people's 
attention from politics!卯 so as to further avoid the danger of the event o f � 8 9 
179 Arif Dirlik and Xudong Zhang, "Introduction: Postmodernism and China." in Postmodernism & 
China, ed. Arif Dirlik and Xudong Zhang (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000)，9-11. 
180 Ibid., 10. 
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Tiananmen student protest as well as to regain its collapsing l e g i t i m a c y . � In other 
words, it is cleat that the CCP government values economic reforms not only for the 
sake of the nation but also the party's own legitimacy. 
In order to strengthen her political and cultural control after facing tremendous 
changes caused by the June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident, the CCP government 
launched a series of new artistic and cultural policies to tighten ideological control 
towards film industry by both repressive and encouraging methods throughout the 
90s. 182 As Chu points out, policies like "political orientation: art for socialism and for 
the people" and "double hundred" were imposed to reaffirm political pedagogical 
function of art after 1989.'^^ A prohibition on seven independent filmmakers of 
making films like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshui and Wu Wenguang et al was also 
issued by the Film Bureau in 1993 so as to further detain new filmmakers to attempt 
to challenge official ideology. Moreover, in 1998，both Shanghai Studio and Beijing 
Studio launched a specific policy entitled "Young Directors' Hope Project" to directly 
finance the independent "Sixth Generation," like Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshui and He 
Jiangjun in making mainstream commercial genres. With the growing domestic film 
industry, film companies like Imar Film Co., a collaborative company consisting of 
Robert Weartherley, Politics in China since 1949: Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (London, New 
York: Routledge, 2006), 136-138. 
182 Yingchi Chu, "The Consumption of Cinema in Contemporary China," in Media in China: 
Consumption, Content and Crisis, ed. Stephanie H. Donald, Michael Keane and Yin Hong (London: 
RoutledgeCurzon, 2002), 46-47. 
Ibid., 46-47. 
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both foreign investors and state studio-Xi'an studio, was encouraged to invest in films 
made by local "independent" new directors, thus in turn facilitated the commercial 
turn among the "Sixth Generation" directors. 
Such commercial turn is indeed not simply a sheer stylistic change of "authors". 
The commercial turn of adopting an optimistic perspective to depict changing lives 
within social progress at one side, and making commercial and apolitical genres to 
serve local mainstream film market at the other side, I would suggest, does play an 
important role in diverting people's attention from political taboos of sensitive issues. 
Let us take films like Shower, Seventeen Years, A Beautiful New World, Cala My 
Dog!, Sunflower and Getting Home etc as examples. Although most of these films are 
mainly made within authorized official studios with a more "healthy" and less 
confronting themes and style, one can see that the film texts are set within a common 
background of post-Tiananmen society, and they both focus on revealing changing 
lives of current ordinary Chinese people during the course of the transition to market 
economy. 
Although the narrative of Sunflower is basically depicted in a positive tone, its 
main characters are not totally distinct from alienated urban outcasts depicted in early 
subversive “Sixth Generation" texts, and they even share a lot of similarities when 
compared to characters in Beijing Bastard, The Days, Weekend Lover and Frozen. 
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While early subversive texts chiefly focus on depicting disillusive and rebellious lives 
of alienated urban outcasts like performing artists, musicians and painters, we found 
that Sunflower tells a more or less similar story about how a urban youth has gone 
rebellious and wild during his teenage period. Just like the musician Cui Jian strikes 
for his own rights for public performance in Beijing Bastard, or the performance artist 
seeks for his personal freedom by performing an underground symbolic ritual suicide 
in Frozen, the protagonist of Sunflower, Xiangyang, is a young painter who shares 
similar rebellious sense with the above young artists -longing to liberate himself from 
the domination of his patriarchy family. Unlike the "pessimistic" attitude of his 
rebellious peers in the films like Beijing Bastard and Frozen, Xiangyang has finally 
returned to "normality" after forming his own family and fathered a son at the end of 
the film. However, Sunflower still retains similar intentions to reveal uncertainties that 
are commonly faced by current alienated urban teenage outcasts within a similar 
social context. And the major cinematic concerns of those seemingly opposing "Sixth 
Generation" texts are still more or less associated with the current situation of Chinese 
society. 
Here we can conclude the last characteristic of the "Sixth Generation" directors: 
neither a sheer heterogeneous, random and "content-free" identity, nor a completely 
new subjectivity with clear novel structure, the present identity of the “Sixth 
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Generation" directors, I would suggest, is largely a split subject that is still intimately 
corresponded to the event of the June Fourth Tiananmen incident in a dialectic way. 
Although the present collective identity of the "Sixth Generation" directors is no 
longer as unified as imagined, and their cinematic concerns are no longer merely 
focused on the Post-Tiananmen traumatic sentiments of urban outcasts. Rather than 
totally denying the value of the framework of "Sixth Generation", I would argue that 
the very identity of the "Sixth Generation" directors is still largely grounded on their 
"faithful" response to the post '89 Tiananmen contemporary social problems. The 
current commercial and apolitical trend of the so-called “New Born Generation" 
filmmakers is equally a byproduct resulting from the direct intervention of the post 
'89 Tiananmen government policy. Thus, instead of creating a new term like "New 
Born Generation" in defining the latest commercial changes among the "Sixth 
Generation" directors, I would suggest that there is no "unpredictable event" capable 
of "inducing" another new collective identity of the "Sixth Generation" in a 
Badiouian s e n s e . * A n d it is only within the framework of “Sixth Generation" can 
the term help us understand how the current "Sixth Generation" filmmakers is capable 
of breaking up from the "Fifth Generation" directors in forming their new 
subjectivity. 
Alain Badiou, Being and Event (London, New York: Continuum, 2005), 45-47. 
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Conclusion 
By critically examining the discursive space of the categorization of the Chinese 
"Sixth Generation" cinema, the very aim of this thesis is to question two main 
prevailing ideas concerning the "Sixth Generation" cinema. The first idea is that the 
"Sixth Generation" cinema is regarded as a self-evident concept that can be orderly 
placed within a chronological structure of China's film history, and the term "Sixth 
Generation" is chiefly used to differentiate a group of younger filmmakers from their 
forebears—the "Fifth Generation." But far from being a useful analytical concept, this 
thesis argues that such categorization/idea has failed to deal with the heterogeneous 
among the "Sixth Generation" directors themselves. 
As I have demonstrated in chapter two, the very meaning of the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema is indeed much more complex and contingent than as simple and 
coherent as the current essentialist model imagined. The term "Sixth Generation" here 
no longer merely signifies a group of “post- Fifth Generation" filmmakers who share 
a homogenous identity and style, but, to put it in Foucauldian sense, it is a discursive 
constellation that traverses from different social practices, interpretations, institutions 
and power structures. Having examined differences and gaps between different 
interpreters including film historians, western media, native critics and 
directors/authors’ assertions in chapters two and three, I have shown in chapter three 
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and four the complicated discursive formation of the naming of the "Sixth 
Generation" and reveal the underlying structure of the formation of "Sixth 
Generation" cinema as well as its complicated relations with the social context of 
contemporary China. 
I have also challenged another current idea of seeing the naming of the "Sixth 
Generation" as totally flawed and futile in chapter two. Prevailing among some native 
populist critics as well as the sixth-generation directors themselves, this second idea 
stresses that the term "Sixth Generation" is indeed nothing but a meaningless signifier. 
However, instead of falsifying and denying the value and function of the naming of 
"Sixth Generation," my thesis argues that the very significance of the term itself is 
still far from exhausted. Following the theoretical insights from Michel Foucault and 
Alain Badiou, I illustrate that the term "Sixth Generation" does benefit us in several 
aspects in understanding the unique phenomenon of Chinese film culture: first, 
although the term "Sixth Generation" is largely a theoretically incoherent concept, the 
incommensurable gaps between various "Sixth Generation" interpreters and 
discourses, actually help us understand how the "Sixth Generation" cinema are being 
shaped, negotiated, contested and circulated among different institutions and power 
structures. 
Second, except understanding the slipperiness of the naming of "Sixth 
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Generation," the discursive analysis of the term can also help us understand the 
complex interrelationship between directors/authors, film texts and specific historical 
context. Given the specific cultural patterns shown in chapter three, I find that 
dominant themes of the “Sixth Generation" directors, however diversified, are 
normally conditioned by socio-political structures such as the government apparatus, 
domestic commercial film market as well as overseas film investors, and they are not 
isolated from the surrounding context in making their so-called "auteuristic" works. 
Third, apart from addressing how the "Sixth Generation" directors are being 
passively constituted by the surrounding socio-political structures, the framework of 
“Sixth Generation" is also highly useful for us to understand how the agency of 
contemporary Chinese filmmakers is possibly grounded amid changes of a specific 
Chinese social context. I find in chapter four that most of the seemingly heterogenous 
"Sixth Generation" directors do share a kind of fragmented identity that is closely 
associated with a legacy of the "undecidable event"—the�89 June-Fourth Tiananmen 
Incident一in a dialectic way. 
Through discussing the grounding of the specific identity of the "Sixth 
Generation" directors within the specific context of contemporary Chinese society, I 
hope that this paper can offer an alternative point of view to assess the very 
categorization of "Sixth Generation." In fact, after studying materials regarding the 
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"Sixth Generation" cinema for more than three years, I believe that what makes the 
"Sixth Generation" filmmakers unique is not simply their styles, backgrounds or 
characters, but, in a Badiouian sense, their multiple cinematic responses and fidelity 
to the post '89 Tiananmen Chinese context. However hard the CCP government has 
attempted to suppress democratic demands originated in t h e � 8 9 Tiananmen Incident, 
and however successful the CCP government has mitigated social discontents by 
deepening the post '89 Tiananmen economic reforms, there are still a lot social 
problems left unresolved by the CCP government. As I have previously mentioned, 
without undertaking any major political or democratic reform after 1989, two decades 
of economic reforms have indeed intensified social unrest and inequality in China. So, 
by examining the complicated relationship between films and context in chapter four, 
I find that the majority of the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers do share a kind of 
youthful and subversive spirit that desires to reveal the everyday lives of the p o s t � 8 9 
Tiananmen Chinese society. 
Therefore, while most different interpreters, as we have seen, have either 
inclined to define the "Sixth Generation" as a group of filmmakers with homogeneous 
styles or characters，or seeing the "Sixth Generation" composed of independent 
auteurs, my thesis, however, has drawn a rather different conclusion. Rather than 
simply highlighting artistic uniqueness of the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers, I think 
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that the most significant value of the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers is their common 
will in rediscovering/revealing/saving the everyday lives stories that are either ignored 
or suppressed by the grand narrative of the official ideology. And the cinematic 
themes with which the "Sixth Generation" directors are dealing一such as a traumatic 
memory of the June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident in Summer Palace and Conjugation', 
a disillusion of youthful ideals and artistic dreams in Bumming in Beijing: The Last 
Dreamers, The Days, Frozen; the everyday lives of marginalized people who face a 
rapid economic boom in Xiao Shan Going Home, Xiao Wu, The Platform, The 
Unknown Pleasure, Still Life, So Close to Paradise, City's paradise. The Orphan of 
Anyang, A Beautiful New World, Beijing Bicycle, Getting Home and Blind Shaft, are 
mostly associated with unresolved social problems and predicaments of the post '89 
Tiananmen Chinese social context. 
This is perhaps what Walter Benjamin tries to articulate in his notion of 
"Messianic historical redemption." In his famed essay "Theses on the Philosophy of 
History," Benjamin explains that in order to properly understand a past epoch, it is not 
1 o r 
sufficient to see historical development simply from an evolutionist perspective. 
Instead, the past is not simply past; it does bear a proper Utopian promise for a future 
redemption. What this means is that, in a materialistic notion of historical 
185 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 260-263. 
119 
understanding, one has to take into account not only the final outcome of a historical 
event, but also Utopian hopes of a future that are betrayed, suppressed or negated by 
the present reality. As Benjamin further puts it: 
Materialistic historiography, on the other, is based on a constructive principle. 
Thinking involved not only the flow of thoughts, but their arrest as well. Where 
thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives that 
configuration a shock, by which it crystallizes into a monad. A historical 
materialist approaches a historical subject only where he encounters it as a 
monad. In this structure he recognizes the sign of a Messianic cessation of 
happening, or, put differently, a revolutionary chance in the fight for the 
oppressed past. He takes cognizance of it in order to blast a specific ear out of 
the homogeneous course of history—blasting a specific life out of the era or a 
specific work out of the lifework.'^^ 
Hence, in order to conceive the very historical value and meaning of the "Sixth 
Generation" cinema, one has to, according to Benjamin, focus not only on present 
diversified outcomes of the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers, but also Utopian hopes of 
resistance and liberation that are crushed, suppressed and negated by the CCP 
ideology and local populist discourse. It is undeniable that the present cinematic 
186 Ibid., 262-263. 
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practices of some "Sixth Generation" filmmakers no longer merely focus on revealing 
traumatic sentiments of the '89 June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident, and the 
significance of the ‘ 89 June Fourth Tiananmen Incident seems withering away during 
the present stage of economic marketization. Still, by following the theoretical insight 
of Benjamin, I would suggest that the '89 June-Fourth Tiananmen Incident is not 
simply a "closed" historical fact that has no relationship with the current "Sixth 
Generation" cinema; it does contain a lot of traces that are pointing towards the 
present and future. So, rather than totally isolating legacies of the '89 June-Fourth 
Tiananmen Incident from building a so-called new commercialized identity, or simply 
seeing the "Sixth Generation" as a group of filmmakers who are passively constituted 
by surrounding power structures, in this concluding remark, I would suggest that the 
framework of Foucauldian model is still not sufficient enough in dealing with the 
problem of agency of the "Sixth Generation" directors. I argue in chapter four that the 
most important aspect of the "Sixth Generation" filmmakers is, to put it in 
Benjaminian and Badiouian terms, their "Messianic redemption" and "fidelity" in 
rediscovering the everyday lives stories of the post '89 June-Fourth Tiananmen social 
context as well as "the oppressed past." And most of their works, however 
187 For instance, some of the “Sixth Generation" directors like Zhang Yuan, Lu Xuechang and Guan 
Hu have become increasingly commercialized after the commercial and globalization tides at the 90s, 
and some of the young filmmakers like Zhang Yang, Jin Chen and Shi Runji have also inclined to 
collaborate with the authority in making commercial genres. For details, see chapter three and four. 
188 Ibid., 262-263. 
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diversified, do largely represent an alterative and multiple voices against the 
hegemonic logic of the official CCP ideology. 
Although few may have viewed the “Sixth Generation" directors through such 
lenses, these discussions finally amount to a conclusion that the very subversive 
meaning and political possibilities of the naming of "Sixth Generation," in my view, 
is not only far from exhausted, but is also an "unfinished project" that needs further 
exploration. 
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Filmogarphy 
Chen Kaige 陳凯歌，Yelhw Earth {Huang tu di 黃土地)，1984. 
- - - � K i n g of Children (Hai zi wang 孩子王)，1987. 
- - -� F a r e w e l l My Concubine (Ba wang bie ji 霸王別姬)，1993. 
Cui Zi'en 崔子恩，Enter the Clowns {Chou jue deng chang 丑角登場)，2001 
- - - � T h e Old Testament {Jiuyue 舊約)，2002. 
—,Feeding Boys, Ayaya (Aiyayaqu bu ru 哎呀呀，去哺乳）,2003. 
---,Withered in Blooming Season (Shao nian hua cao huang 少年花草黃)，2005. 
Duan Jinchuan 段錦J11 with Zhang Yuan, The Square {Guang chang 廣場)，1994. 
—,No. 16 South Barhor Street (Ba Km nan jie 16 hao 八廓南街 16 號)，1997. 
Guan Hu 管虎，Dirt {Toufu luan le 頭髮亂了)，1994. 
Guo Xiaolu 享小櫓，How Is Your Fish Today? {Jin tian de yu zen me yang?今天的魚 
怎麼樣),2006. 
He Jiangjun 何建軍,Read Beads {Xuan lian 懸戀)，1994. 
—,Postman {You cai 郵差)，1995. 
Hu Xueyang 胡雪揚，The Woman Who Remains {Liu shou nu shi 留守女士)，1992 
Huo Jianqi 霍建起，Postmen in the Mountains (Na shan, Na ren, Na gou 那山’那 
人’那狗)，1999. 
—,A Love ofBlueness {Lan se ai qing 藍色愛情)，2001. 
—,Life Show (Sheng huo xiu 生活秀)，2002. 
—,Nuan {Nuan 暖),2003. 
Hou Hsiao-hsien 侯孝賢，City of Sadness (Beiqing chengshi 悲情城市),1989. 
---,Goodbye South, goodbye {Nanguo zaijian, nanguo 南國再見’南國),1996. 
---，Flowers of Shanghai {Hai shang hua 海上花)，1998. 
Jia Zhangke 賈樟柯，Xiao Shan Going Home (Xiao Shan Hui Jia 小山回家)，1995. 
---,Xiao Wu (Xiao Wu 小武),1997. 
- - - � P l a t f o r m {Zhan tai 站台)，2000. 
，Unknown Pleasures {Ren xiao yao 任消遙)’ 2002. 
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- - - � T h e World (Shijie 世界)，2004. 
- - -�S t i l l Life (San xia hao ren 三峽好人)，2006. 
Jiang Wen 姜文，In the Heart of the Sun {Yang guang can Ian de rizi 陽光燦爛的曰 
子)，1994. 
- - -� D e v i l s on the Doorstep {Gui zi lai le 鬼子來了），2000. 
Jiang Yue 蔣樾，The Other Bank (Bi an 彼岸)，1994. 
Jin Chen 金深，Love In the Internet Age {Wang luo shi dai ai qing 網絡時代愛情)， 
1999. 
Li Xin 李欣’ The Crazy Little Thing Called Love {Tan qingshuo ai 談情說愛)，1995. 
Li Hong 李紅,Out of Phoenix Bridge (Hui dao feng huang qiao 回到鳳凰橋)，1997. 
Li Yang 李揚，Blind Shaft (Mangjing 肓井),2003. 
Liu Bingjian 劉、4M，Men md JVomcn (^Mamcm mmu 男男女女),1999. 
Lou Ye 婁捧，Weekend Lover {Zhou mo qing ren 週末情人)，1995. 
Shuzhou River (Shu zhou he 蘇洲河)，2000. 
- - - � P u r p l e Butterfly {Zi hu die 紫ffl蝶)，2003. 
---’ Summer Palace {Yi he yuan 頤和園），2006. 
Lu Xuechang 路學長，The Making of Steel (Zhang da cheng ren 長大成人)，1997. 
—.Cala my Dog! (Ka la shi tiao gou 卡拉是條狗),2003. 
Lu Yue 呂樂，Mr. Zhao{ Zhao xian sheng 趙先生)，1998. 
Meng Jinghui 孟京輝，Chicken Poet (Xiang ji mao yiyangfei 像雞毛一樣飛)，2002. 
Shi Runjiu 施潤坎，A Beautiful New World (Mei li xin shijie 美麗新世界)，1998. 
Tang Danian 唐大年，City's paradise (Dou shUian �mg 都市天堂)，2000. 
Ying Ning 寧瀛’ On the Beat {Min Jing gu shi 民警故事)，1995. 
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Tang Xiaobai 唐曉白，Conjugation {Dong ci bian wei 動詞變位),2001. 
Tian Zhuangzhuang 田壯壯，The Blue Kite (Lan feng zheng 藍風箏)，1993. 
，Horse Thief{Dao ma zei 盜馬賊)，1986. 
Wang Chao 王超’ The Orphan of Anyang {Anyang Ying er 安陽嬰兒)，2001. 
Luxury Car (Jiang cheng xia ri、江城夏曰），2006. 
Wang Guangli 王光禾丨j, Go/or 橫豎橫)，2001. 
Wang Quan'an 王全安，Lmar Eclipse (Yue shi 月触)，1999. 
—,Tuya 's Marriage (Tuya de hun shi 圖雅的婚事)，2006. 
Wang Xiaoshuai 王小帥 i，The Days {Dong chun de ri zi 冬春的日子)，1993. 
- - -� F r o z e n (Ji du han leng 極度寒冷)，1997. 
—,So Close to Paradise {Bian dan gu niang 扁擔姑娘)，1998. 
---,Beijing Bicycle (Shi qi sui de dan che 十七歲的單車)’ 2001. 
… � Q i n g Hong {Qing Hong 青紅)，2005. 
Wu Wenguang 吳文光，Bumming in Beijing: The Last Dreamers {Liu lang Beijing: 
zuihoudemengxiangzhe流浪北京：最後的夢想者)，1990. 
---’ Jiang Hu.Life on the Road {Jiang hu 江湖)，1999. 
Zhang Ming 章明，Rainchuds Over Wushan ( Wu shanyunyu 巫山雲雨)，1996. 
Zhang Yang 張揚’ Spicy Love Soup (Ai qing ma la tang 愛情麻辣湯)，1997. 
---，Shower (Xi zao 洗澡)，1999. 
—,Sunflower (Xiang ri kui 向曰莫),2005. 
—-，Getting Home (Luoye gui gen 落葉歸根)，2007. 
Zhang Yimao 張藝謀,Ju Don {Ju Don 菊豆)，1989. 
- - -� R a i s e and the Red lantern {Da hong deng long gao gao gua 大紅燈籠高高掛)， 
1991. 
To Live {Huo zhe 活著)，1994. 
Zhang Yuan 張元，MaMa (MaMa 媽媽)，1990. 
---’ Beijing Bastards {Beijing za zhong 北京雜種)，1993. 
---,East Palace, West Palace {Dong gong xi gong 東宮西宮)，1996. 
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---,Seventeen years {Guo nian huijia 過年回家)’ 1999. 
—,I love you {Wo ai ni 我愛你),2003. 
- - -� G r e e n Tea {Lu cha 綠茶)，2003. 
—,Jiang Jie {Jiang Jie 江姐)，2004. 
Zheng Junzhao 張軍金fj，A One And an Eight (Ti ge he ba ge ——個禾口八f@)，1983. 
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